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Chapter 1

To be the skipper of the only boat on the Mbon was a distinction that Pat Harris enjoyed.
As the passengers filed aboard , Sel ene”, jockeying for w ndow seats, he wondered what sort of trip
it would be this tine. In the rear-view mrror he could see Mss WIkins, very smart in her blue
Lunar Tourist Conmmi ssion uniform putting on her usual welcone act. He always tried to think of
her as "Mss WIlkins," not Sue, when they were on duty together; it helped to keep his mnd on
busi ness. But what she thought of him he had never really discovered.

There were no fanmiliar faces; this was a new bunch, eager for their first cruise. Mst of
the passengers were typical tourists--elderly people, visiting a world that had been the very
synbol of inaccessibility when they were young. There were only four or five passengers on the | ow
side of thirty, and they were probably technical personnel on vacation fromone of the |unar
bases. It was a fairly good working rule, Pat had discovered, that all the old people came from
Earth, while the youngsters were residents of the Moon.

But to all of them the Sea of Thirst was a novelty. Beyond , Sel ene's” observation

wi ndows, its gray, dusty surface marched onward unbroken until it reached the stars. Above it hung
the wani ng crescent Earth, poised forever in the sky fromwhich it had not noved in a billion
years. The brilliant, blue-green light of the nother world flooded this strange land with a cold

radi ance--and cold it was indeed, perhaps three hundred bel ow zero on the exposed surface.

No one could have told, nerely by |looking at it, whether the Sea was liquid or solid. It
was conpletely flat and featureless, quite free fromthe myriad cracks and fissures that scarred
all the rest of this barren world. Not a single hillock, boulder, or pebble broke its nmonotonous
uniformty. No sea on Earth--no m |l pond, even--was ever as calmas this.

It was a sea of dust, not of water, and therefore it was alien to all the experience of
men; therefore, also, it fascinated and attracted them Fine as tal cum powder, drier in this
vacuum than the parched sands of the Sahara, it flowed as easily and effortlessly as any liquid. A
heavy object dropped into it would di sappear instantly, w thout a splash, |eaving no scar to nmark
its passage. Nothing could nove upon its treacherous surface except the small, two-man dust-skis--
and , Sel ene” herself, an inprobable conbination of sledge and bus, not unlike the Sno-cats that
had opened up the Antarctic a lifetinme ago.

.Sel ene's” official designation was Dust-Cruiser, Mark |, though to the best of Pat's
know edge, a Mark Il did not exist even on the drawi ng board. She was called "ship," "boat," or
"nmoon bus," according to taste; Pat preferred "boat," for it prevented confusion. Wen he used

that word, no one woul d ni stake himfor the skipper of a spaceship--and spaceship captains were,
of course, two a penny.

"Wl conme aboard ,Selene”,” said Mss WIkins, when everyone had settled down. "Captain
Hans and | are pleased to have you with us. Qur trip will last four hours, and our first objective
will be Crater Lake, a hundred kiloneters east of here, in the Muntains of Inaccessibility

Pat scarcely heard the faniliar introduction; he was busy with his count-down. ,Sel ene”
was virtually a grounded spaceship; she had to be, since she was traveling in a vacuum and nust
protect her frail cargo fromthe hostile world beyond her walls. Though she never |eft the surface
of the Moon, and was propelled by electric notors instead of rockets, she carried all the basic
equi pnrent of a full-fledged ship of space-- and all of it had to be checked before departure.
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Oxygen--0O K. Power--0O K. Radio--O K ("Hello, Rainbow Base, ,Selene” testing. Are you
recei ving ny beacon?") Inertial navigator--zeroed. Air-lock safety--On. Cabin-leak detector--0 K
Internal lights--0O K Gangway--di sconnected. And so on for nore than fifty itens, every one of
whi ch woul d automatically call attention to itself in case of trouble. But Pat Harris, |ike al
spacenen hankering after old age, never relied on autowam ngs if he could carry out the check
hi msel f.

At |ast he was ready. The alnpbst silent notors started to spin, but the bl ades were stil
feathered, and ,Sel ene” barely quivered at her noorings. Then he eased the port fan into fine
pitch, and she began to curve slowy to the right. \When she was clear of the enbarkation building,
he strai ghtened her out and pushed the throttle forward.

She handl ed very well, when one considered the conplete novelty of her design. There had
been no mllennia of trial and error here, stretching back to the first neolithic man who ever
| aunched a log out into a stream ,Selene” was the very first of her line, created in the brains
of a few engi neers who had sat down at a table and asked themselves: "How do we build a vehicle
that will skimover a sea of dust?"

Sone of them harking back to Oe Man River, had wanted to make her a stern-wheeler, but
the nore efficient submerged fans had carried the day. As they drilled through the dust, driving
her before them they produced a wake |like that of a high-speed nole, but it vanished within
seconds, |eaving the Sea unmarked by any sign of the boat's passage.

Now t he squat pressure-donmes of Port Roris were dropping swiftly below the sky line. In
| ess than ten minutes, they had vanished fromsight: ,Selene” was utterly alone. She was at the
center of sonething for which the | anguages of manki nd have no nane.

As Pat switched off the notors and the boat coasted to rest, he waited for the silence to
grow around him It was always the sane; it took alittle while for the passengers to realize the
strangeness of what |ay outside. They had crossed space and seen stars all about them they had
| ooked up--or down--at the dazzling face of Earth, but this was different. It was neither |and nor
sea, neither air nor space, but a little of each

Before the silence grew oppressive--if he left it too |ong, someone woul d get scared- - Pat
rose to his feet and faced his passengers.

"Good evening, |adies and gentlenen,” he began. "I hope Mss WIkins has been maki ng you
confortable. W' ve stopped here because this is a good place to introduce you to the Sea--to give
you the feel of it, as it were."

He pointed to the windows, and the ghostly grayness that |ay beyond.

"Just how far away," he asked quietly, "do you imagi ne our horizon is? O, to put it in
anot her way, how big would a nan appear to you if he was standing out there where the stars seem
to nmeet the ground?”

It was a question that no one could possibly answer, fromthe evidence of sight alone.
Logic said, "The Moon's a snmall world--the horizon ,nust” be very close." But the senses gave a
whol ly different verdict. "This land," they reported, "is absolutely fiat, and stretches to
infinity. It divides the Universe in twain; for ever and ever, it rolls onward beneath the stars.

The illusion remai ned, even when one knew its cause. The eye has no way of judging
di stances when there is nothing for it to focus upon. Vision slipped and skidded hel pl essly on
this featurel ess ocean of dust. There was not even--as there nust always be on Earth--the
sof t eni ng haze of the atnosphere to give some hint of nearness or renoteness. The stars were
unwi nki ng needl e points of light, clear down to that indeterm nate horizon

"Believe it or not," continued Pat, "you can see just three kilometers--or alnmost two
mles, for those of you who haven't been able to go netric yet. | know it |ooks a couple of light.
years out to the horizon, but you could walk there in twenty mnutes, if you could walk on this
stuff at all."

He nmoved back to his seat, and started the notors once nore.

"Not hi ng much to see for the next sixty kilometers," he called over his shoul der
we'll get a nove on."

.Sel ene” surged forward. For the first tinme, there was a real sensation of speed. The
boat's wake becane | onger and nore disturbed as the spinning fans bit fiercely into the dust. Now
the dust itself was being tossed up on either side in great ghostly plunes; froma distance,

»Sel ene” woul d have | ooked |ike a snowplow driving its way across a winter |andscape, beneath a
frosty moon. But those gray, slowy collapsing parabolas were not snow, and the lanp that lit
their trajectory was the planet Earth.

The passengers rel axed, enjoying the smooth, alnost silent ride. Every one of them had
travel ed hundreds of times faster than this, on the journey to the Moon. But in space one was

SO
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never conscious of speed, and this swift glide across the dust was far nore exciting. Wen Pat
swung , Selene” into a tight turn, so that she orbited in a circle, the boat al nost overtook the
falling veils of powder her fans had hurled into the sky. It seened altogether wong that this
i mpal pabl e dust should rise and fall in such clean-cut curves, utterly unaffected by air
resistance. On Earth it would have drifted for hours--perhaps for days.

As soon as the boat had strai ghtened out on a steady course and there was nothing to | ook
at except the enpty plain, the passengers began to read the literature thoughtfully provided for
them Each had been given a fol der of photographs, maps, souvenirs ("This is to certify that
M./Ms./Mss -- has sailed the Seas of the Mon, aboard Dust-Cruiser ,Selene”"), and infornmative
text. They had only to read this to discover all that they wanted to know about the Sea of Thirst,
and perhaps a little nore.

Most of the Moon, they read, was covered by a thin |layer of dust, usually no nore than a
fewmllineters deep. Sone of this was debris fromthe stars--the remamins of neteorites that had
fallen upon the Mon's unprotected face for at least five billion years. Sone had flaked fromthe
I unar rocks as they expanded and contracted in the fierce tenperature extremes between day and
ni ght. Whatever its source, it was so finely divided that it would flow like a liquid, even under
this feeble gravity.

Over the ages, it had drifted down fromthe nmountains into the | owl ands, to form pools and
| akes. The first explorers had expected this, and had usually been prepared for it. But the Sea of
Thirst was a surprise; no one had anticipated finding a dustbow nore than a hundred kil oneters
acr oss.

As the lunar "seas" went, it was very snmall; indeed, the astrononers had never officially
recogni zed its title, pointing out that it was only a small portion of the Sinus Roris--the Bay of
Dew. And how, they protested, could part of a bay be an entire sea? But the nane, invented by a
copywiter of the Lunar Tourist Conm ssion, had stuck despite their objections. It was at |east as
appropriate as the nanmes of the other so-called seas--Sea of O ouds, Sea of Rains, Sea of
Tranquillity. Not to nmention Sea of Nectar

The brochure al so contained sonme reassuring information, designed to quell the fears of
the nost nervous traveler, and to prove that the Tourist Conmi ssion had thought of everything.

"All possible precautions have been taken for your safety,” it stated. ",Selene” carries an oxygen
reserve sufficient to last for nore than a week, and all essential equipnent is duplicated. An
autonmatic radi o beacon signals your position at regular intervals, and in the extrenely inprobable
event of a conplete power failure, a dust-ski fromPort Roris would tow you hone with little

del ay. Above all, there is no need to worry about rough weather. No matter how bad a sailor you
may be, you can't get seasick on the Mon. There are never any stornms on the Sea of Thirst; it is
always a flat calm™

Those | ast conforting words had been witten in all good faith, for who could have
i magi ned that they woul d soon be proved untrue?

As ,Selene” raced silently through the earthlit night, the Mon went about its business.
There was a great deal of business now, after the aeons of sleep. Mdre had happened here in the
last fifty years than in the five billion before that, and nmuch nore was to happen soon

In the first city that Man had ever built outside his native world, Chief Adm nistrator
O sen was taking a stroll through the park. He was very proud of the park, as were all the
twentyfive thousand inhabitants of Port Clavius. It was small, of course--though not as small as
was inplied by that miserable TV cormentator who'd called it "a wi ndowbox with del usi ons of
grandeur." And certainly there were no parks, gardens, or anything el se on Earth where you could
find sunflowers ten neters high

Far overhead, wi spy cirrus clouds were sailing by-or so it seemed. They were, of course,
only images projected on the inside of the dome, but the illusion was so perfect that it sometines
made the C. A honesick. Honmesick? He corrected hinself; ,this” was home.

Yet in his heart of hearts, he knewit was not true. To his children it would be, but not
to him He had been born in Stockholm Earth; they had been born in Port d avius. They were
citizens of the Moon; he was tied to Earth with bonds that m ght weaken with the years, but would
never break.

Less than a kiloneter away, just outside the main done, the head of the Lunar Touri st
Conmi ssion inspected the latest returns, and pernmitted hinmself a nild feeling of satisfaction. The
i mprovenent over the | ast season had been maintained; not that there ,were” seasons on the Moon
but it was noticeable that nore tourists cane when it was winter in Earth's northern hem sphere.

How coul d he keep it up? That was al ways the problem for tourists wanted variety, and you
couldn't give themthe same thing over and over again. The novel scenery, the low gravity, the

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Clarke,%20Arthur%20C.%20-%20A%20Fall%200f%20Moondust.txt (3 of 94) [1/15/03 5:29:27 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Clarke,%20A rthur%20C.%20-%20A %20Fal | %200f%20M oondust. txt

view of Earth, the nysteries of Farside, the spectacul ar heavens, the pioneer settlenents (where
tourists were not always wel comed, anyway)--after you'd |isted those, what else did the Mon have
to offer? What a pity there were no native Selenites with quaint custons and quai nter physiques at
which visitors could click their caneras. Alas, the largest life formever discovered on the Mon
needed a microscope to show it--and its ancestors had cone here on Lunik H, only a decade ahead of
Man hi nsel f.

Commi ssioner Davis riffled nmentally through the itens that had arrived by the | ast
tel efax, wondering if there was anything there that would help him There was, of course, the
usual request froma TV conpany he'd never heard of, anxious to nake yet another docunentary on
the Moon--if all expenses were paid. The answer to that one would be "No"; if he accepted al
these kind offers, his departnment-would soon be broke.

Then there was a chatty letter fromhis opposite nunber in the Greater New Ol eans Touri st
Commi ssion, Inc., suggesting an exchange of personnel. It was hard to see how that would help the
Moon, or New Orleans either, but it would cost nothing and mi ght produce some good will. And--this
was nore interesting--there was a request fromthe water-skiing chanmpi on of Australia, asking if
anyone had ever tried to ski on the Sea of Thirst.

Yes--there was definitely an idea here; he was surprised that soneone had not tried it
al ready. Perhaps they had, behind ,Sel ene” or one of the snmall dust-skis. It was certainly worth a
test; he was al ways on the | ookout for new fornms of lunar recreation, and the Sea of Thirst was
one of his pet projects.

It was a project that, within a very few hours, was going to turn into a ni ghtnare.

Chapter 2

Ahead of ,Selene”, the horizon was no |l onger a perfect, unbroken arc; a jagged line of
mount ai ns had ri sen above the edge of the Mbon. As the cruiser raced toward them they seened to
clinb slowy up the sky, as if lifted upon sone gigantic el evator

"The Mountai ns of Inaccessibility," announced Mss WIlkins. "So called because they're
entirely surrounded by the Sea. You'll notice, too, that they're nuch steeper than nost |unar
nmount ai ns. "

She did not l[abor this, since it was an unfortunate fact that the majority of |unar peaks
were a severe disappointnment. The huge craters which | ooked so inpressive on photographs taken
fromEarth turned out upon close inspection to be gently rolling hills, their relief grossly
exaggerated by the shadows they cast at dawn and sunset. There was not a single lunar crater whose
ranparts soared as abruptly as the streets of San Francisco, and there were very few that could
provi de a serious ohstacle to a determined cyclist. No one would have guessed this, however, from
the publications of the Tourist Conmission, which featured only the nost spectacular cliffs and
canyons, photographed fromcarefully chosen vantage points.

"They' ve never been thoroughly explored, even now," Mss WIKkins continued. "Last year we
took a party of geologists there, and | anded them on that pronontory, but they were only able to
go a fewkilometers into the interior. So there may be ,anything” up in those hills; we sinply
don't know. "

CGood for Sue, Pat told hinmself; she was a first-rate guide, and knew what to | eave to the
i magi nati on and what to explain in detail. She had an easy relaxed tone, with no trace of that
fatal singsong that was the occupational disease of so many professional guides. And she had
mast ered her subject thoroughly; it was very rare for her to be asked a question that she could
not answer. Altogether, she was a form dable young | ady, and though she often figured in Pat's
erotic reveries, he was secretly a little afraid of her

The passengers stared with fascinated wonder at the approachi ng peaks. On the still-
myst eri ous Moon, here was a deeper nystery. Rising like an island out of the strange sea that
guarded them the Muntains of Inaccessibility remained a challenge for the next generation of
explorers. Despite their nane, it was now easy enough to reach them-but with mllions of square

kilometers of less difficult territory still unexanm ned, they would have to wait their turn
. Sel ene” was swinging into their shadows; before anyone had realized what was happeni ng,
the | ow hangi ng Earth had been eclipsed. Its brilliant light still played upon the peaks far

over head, but down here all was utter darkness.
"Il turn off the cabin lights," said the stewardess, "so you can get a better view"
As the dimred background illuni nation vani shed, each traveler felt he was alone in the
| unar night. Even the reflected radiance of Earth on those high peaks was di sappearing as the
cruiser raced farther into shadow. Wthin mnutes, only the stars were left--cold, steady points
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of light in a blackness so conplete that the mind rebelled against it.

It was hard to recognize the faniliar constellations anong this nultitude of stars. The
eye becane entangled in patterns never seen fromEarth, and lost itself in a glittering maze of
clusters and nebulae. In all that respl endent panoranm, there was only one unni stakabl e | andmark- -
t he dazzling beacon of Venus, far outshining all other heavenly bodies, heral ding the approach of
dawn.

It was several minutes before the travelers realized that not all the wonder lay in the
sky. Behind the speeding cruiser stretched a | ong, phosphorescent wake, as if a magic finger had
traced a line of light across the Moon's dark and dusty face. ,Selene” was drawi ng a conet tai
behi nd her, as surely as any ship plowing its way through the tropical oceans of Earth.

Yet there were no nicroorgani sns here, lighting this dead sea with their tiny lanps. Only
countl ess grains of dust, sparking one against the other as the static di scharges caused by
.Selene's” swift passage neutralized thensel ves. Even when one knew t he explanation, it was stil
beautiful to watch--to | ook back into the night and to see this lum nous, electric ribbon
continually renewed, continually dying away, as if the MIky Way itself were reflected in the
| unar surface.

The shining wake was lost in the glare as Pat switched on the searchlight. Onminously close
at hand, a great wall of rock was sliding past. At this point the face of the nountain rose al nost
sheer fromthe surrounding sea of dust; it towered overhead to unknown heights, for only where the
racing oval of light fell upon it did it appear to flash suddenly into real existence.

Here were nmountai ns agai nst which the H nmal ayas, the Rockies, the Al ps were newborn
babies. On Earth, the forces of erosion began to tear at all nountains as soon as they were
fornmed, so that after a fewnllion years they were nmere ghosts of their former selves. But the
Moon knew neither wind nor rain; there was nothing here to wear away the rocks except the
i mreasurably slow flaking of the dust as their surface |layers contracted in the chill of night.
These nountains were as old as the world that had given them birth.

Pat was quite proud of his showranship, and had pl anned the next act very carefully. It
| ooked dangerous, but was perfectly safe, for ,Selene” had been over this course a hundred tines
and the el ectronic nenory of her guidance system knew the way better than any human pilot.
Suddenly, he switched off the searchlight--and now the passengers could tell that while they had
been dazzl ed by the glare on one side, the nountains had been stealthily closing in upon themfrom
t he ot her.

In al nost total darkness, ,Selene” was racing up a narrow canyon--and not even on a
straight course, for fromtinme to tinme she zigged and zagged to avoid invisible obstacles. Sonme of
them indeed, were not nerely invisible, but nonexistent; Pat had programmed this course, at slow
speed and in the safety of daylight, for maxi numinpact on the nerves. The "Ah's" and "Ch's" from
t he darkened cabin behind himproved that he had done a good job.

Far above, a narrow ribbon of stars was all that could be seen of the outside world; it
swung in crazy arcs fromright to left and back again with each abrupt change of ,Sel ene's”
course. The Nig-ht Ride, as Pat privately called it, lasted for about five nmnutes, but seened
very much | onger. Wien he once again switched on the floods, so that the cruiser was noving in the
center of a great pool of light, there was a sigh of mingled relief and di sappoi ntnent fromthe
passengers. This was an experience none of themwould forget in a huny.

Now t hat vision had been restored, they could see that they were traveling up a steep-
wal | ed valley or gorge, the sides of which were slowy draw ng apart. Presently the canyon had
wi dened into a roughly oval anphitheater about three kil ometers across-the heart of an extinct
vol cano, breached aeons ago, in the days when even the Mbon was young.

The crater was extrenely snall, by lunar standards, but it was unique. The ubi quitous dust
had flooded into it, working its way up the valley age after age, so that now the tourists from
Earth could ride in cushioned confort into what had once been a cauldron filled with the fires of
Hel . Those fires had died | ong before the dawn of terrestrial life, and would never wake agai n.
But there were other forces that had not died, and were nerely biding their tine.

When , Sel ene” began a slow circuit of the steeply walled anphitheater, nore than one of
her passengers renenbered a cruise in some nountain | ake at honme. Here was the sane sheltered
stillness, the same sense of unknown depths beneath the boat. Earth had many crater |akes, but the
Moon only one--though it had far nore craters.

Taking his time, Pat nmade two conplete circuits of the lake, while the floodlights played
upon its enclosing walls. This was the best way to see it; during the daytine, when the sun
blasted it with heat and light, it lost nuch of its nagic. But now it bel onged to the ki ngdom of
fantasy, as if it had cone fromthe haunted brain of Edgar Allan Poe. Ever and again one seened to
gl i npse strange shapes noving at the edge of vision, beyond the narrow range of the lights. It was
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pure imagi nation, of course; nothing noved in all this |and except the shadows of the Sun and
Earth. There could be no ghosts upon a world that had never known |ife.

It was time to turn back, to sail down the canyon into the open sea. Pat ainmed the bl unt
prow of ,Selene” toward the narrowrift in the nmountains, and the high walls enfol ded them agai n.
On the outward journey he left the lights on, so that the passengers could see where they were
goi ng; besides, that trick of the Night R de would not work so well a second time.

Far ahead, beyond the reach of ,Selene's” own illumination, a |light was grow ng, spreading
softly across the rocks and crags. Even in her last quarter, Earth still had the power of a dozen
full nmoons, and now that they were energing fromthe shadow of the nountains, she was once nore
the mstress of the skies. Every one of the twenty-two nmen and wonen aboard , Sel ene” | ooked up at
that blue-green crescent, admiring its beauty, wondering at its brilliance. How strange that the
famliar fields and | akes and forests of Earth shone with such celestial glory when one | ooked at
them from afar! Perhaps there was a | esson here; perhaps no man coul d appreciate his own world
until he had seen it from space.

And upon Earth, there nust be nany eyes turned toward the waxi nhg Moon--nore than ever
before, now that the Mbon nmeant so nmuch to mankind. It was possible, but unlikely, that even now
sonme of those eyes were peering through powerful telescopes at the faint spark of ,Selene's”
floodlights as it crept through the lunar night. But it would nmean nothing to them when that spark
flickered and died.

For a mllion years the bubble had been growing, |like a vast abscess, below the root of
the nmountai ns. Throughout the entire history of Man, gas fromthe Mon's not yet wholly dead
interior had been forcing itself along Iines of weakness, accumulating in cavities hundreds of
nmeters bel ow the surface. On nearby Earth, the ice ages had marched past, one by one, while the
buri ed caverns grew and nerged and at |ast coal esced. Now the abscess was about to burst.

Captain Harris had left the controls on autopilot and was talking to the front row of
passengers when the first trenor shook the boat. For a fraction of a second he wondered if a fan
bl ade had hit sone submerged obstacle; then, quite literally, the bottomfell out of his world.

It fell slowmy, as all things nmust upon the Mon. Ahead of ,Selene”, in a circle many
acres in extent, the snooth plain puckered |ike a navel. The Sea was alive and noving, stirred by
the forces that had waked it fromits age-long sleep. The center of the disturbance deepened into
a funnel, as if a giant whirlpool were formng in the dust. Every stage of that nightnare
transformation was pitilessly illum nated by the earthlight, until the crater was so deep that its
far wall was conpletely lost in shadow, and it seemed as if ,Selene” were racing into a curving
crescent of utter blackness--an arc of annihilation

The truth was alnost as bad. By the time that Pat had reached the controls, the boat was
sliding and skittering far down that inpossible slope. Its own nmonentum and the accelerating flow
of the dust beneath it were carrying it headlong into the depths. There was nothing he could do
but attenpt to keep on an even keel, and to hope that their speed would carry themup the far side
of the crater before it collapsed upon them

If the passengers screaned or cried out, Pat never heard them He was conscious only of
that dreadful, sickening slide, and of his own attenpts to keep the cruiser fromcapsizing. Yet
even as he fought with the controls, feeding power first to one fan, then to the other, in an
effort to straighten ,Selene's” course, a strange, naggi ng nmenory was teasing his m nd. Sonewhere,
sonehow, he had seen this happen before.

That was ridicul ous, of course, but the nenory would not [ eave him Not until he reached
the bottom of the funnel and saw the endl ess sl ope of dust rolling down fromthe crater's star-
fringed lip did the veil of time Iift for a noment.

He was a boy again, playing in the hot sand of a forgotten sunmer. He had found a tiny
pit, perfectly snmooth and symmetrical, and there was sonething lurking in its depths--sonething
conpletely buried except for its waiting jaws. The boy had watched, wondering, already conscious
of the fact that this was the stage for sonme mcroscopic dranma. He had seen an ant, m ndlessly
intent upon its nission, stunble at the edge of the crater and topple down the sl ope

It woul d have escaped easily enough--but when the first grain of sand had rolled to the
bottom of the pit, the waiting ogre had reared out of its lair. Wth its forelegs, it had hurled a
fusillade of sand at the struggling insect, until the aval anche had overwhelned it and brought it
sliding down into the throat of the crater

As ,Sel ene” was sliding now No ant lion had dug this pit on the surface of the Mon, but
Pat felt as hel pl ess now as that dooned i nsect he had watched so nmany years ago. Like it, he was
struggling to reach the safety of the rim while the nmoving ground swept himback into the depths
where death was waiting. A swift death for the ant, a protracted one for himand his conpanions.
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The straining notors were naki ng some headway, but not enough. The falling dust was
gai ni ng speed--and, what was worse, it was rising outside the walls of the cruiser. Now it had
reached the | ower edge of the windows; now it was creeping up the panes; and at last it had
covered them conpletely. Pat cut the notors before they tore thenselves to pieces, and as he did
so, the rising tide blotted out the last glinpse of the crescent Earth. In darkness and in
silence, they were sinking into the Mon

Chapter 3

In the banked conmuni cations racks of Traffic Control, Earthside North, an el ectronic
menory stirred uneasily. The tinme was one second past twenty hundred hours GMI: a pattern of
pul ses that should arrive automatically on every hour had failed to nake its appearance.

Wth a sw ftness beyond human thought, the handful of cells and nicroscopic relays |ooked
for instructions. "WAIT FI VE SECONDS, " said the coded orders. "IF NOTH NG HAPPENS, CLOSE CIRCU T
10011001. "

The minute portion of the traffic computer as yet concerned with the problemwaited
patiently for this enornous period of tine--1ong enough to make a hundred nmillion twenty-figure
additions, or to print nost of the contents of the Library of Congress. Then it closed circuit
10011001.

H gh above the surface of the Mon, from an antenna which, curiously enough, was ai ned
directly at the face of the Earth, a radio pulse launched itself into space. In a sixth of a
second it had flashed the fifty thousand kiloneters to the relay satellite known as Lagrange |1
directly in the Iine between Moon and Earth. Another sixth of a second and the pul se had returned,
much anplified, flooding Earthside North from pole to equator

In terns of human speech, it carried a sinple nmessage. "HELLO, SELENE," the pulse said. "I
AM NOT RECEI VI NG YOUR BEACON. PLEASE REPLY AT ONCE."

The conputer waited for another five seconds. Then it sent out the pul se again, and yet
agai n. Geol ogi cal ages had passed in the world of electronics, but the machine was infinitely
patient.

Once nore, it consulted its instructions. Now they said: "CLOSE CIRCU T 10101010." The
comput er obeyed. In Traffic Control, a green light flared suddenly to red, a buzzer started to saw
the air with its alarm For the first time, nmen as well as machi nes becane aware that there was
troubl e, sonmewhere on the Mon.

The news spread slowy at first, for the Chief Adm nistrator took a very poor view of
unnecessary panic. So, still nmore strongly, did the Tourist Comm ssioner; nothing was worse for
busi ness than alerts and energenci es--even when, as happened in nine cases out of ten, they proved
to be due to blown fuses, tripped cutouts, or oversensitive alarns. But on a world like the Mon
it was necessary to be on one's toes. Better be seared by imaginary crises than fail to react to
real ones.

It was several mnutes before Conmi ssioner Davis reluctantly admitted that this | ooked
like a real one. ,Selene's” automatic beacon had failed to respond on one earlier occasion, but
Pat Harris had answered as soon as he had been called on the cruiser's assigned frequency. This
time, there was silence. ,Selene” had not even replied to a signal sent out on the carefully
guar ded MOONCRASH band, reserved solely for energencies. It was this news that brought the
Conmi ssi oner hurrying fromthe Tourist Tower along the buried glideway into Cavius Gty.

At the entrance to the Traffic Control center, he net the Chief Engineer, Earthside. That
was a bad sign; it nmeant that sonmeone thought that rescue operations would be necessary. The two
men | ooked at each other gravely, each obsessed by the sane thought.

"l hope you don't need ne," said Chief Engineer Lawence. "VWere's the trouble? Al | know
is that a Mooncrash signal's gone out. Wat ship is it?"

"It's not a ship. It's ,Selene”; she's not answering, fromthe Sea of Thirst."

"My God--if anything s happened to her out there, we can only reach her with the dust-

skis. | always said we should have two crui sers operating, before we started taking out tourists.”
"That's what | argued--but Finance vetoed the idea. They said we couldn't have anot her
until ,Selene” proved she could nmake a profit."

"l hope she doesn't nake a headline instead," said Lawmence grimy. "You know what ,I”
t hi nk about bringing tourists to the Mon."

The Commi ssioner did, very well; it had |long been a bone of contention between them For
the first time, he wondered if the Chief Engineer m ght have a point.

It was, as always, very quiet in Traffic Control. On the great wall maps, the green and
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anmber |ights flashed continuously, their routine messages uninportant agai nst the clanor of that
single, flaring red. At the Air, Power, and Radiation consoles, the duty officers sat like
guardi an angel s, watching over the safety of one quarter of a world.

"Not hi ng new," reported the Ground Traffic officer. "We're still conpletely in the dark
Al'l we know is that they're ,sonewhere” out in the Sea."

He traced a circle on the | arge-scal e nap.

"Unless they're fantastically off course, they nust be in that general area. On the
ni net een hundred hours check, they were within a kilonmeter of their planned route. At twenty
hundred, their signal had vani shed, so whatever happened took place in that sixty mnutes."

"How far can ,Selene” travel in an hour?" soneone asked.

"Flat out, a hundred and twenty kiloneters," replied the Comm ssioner. "But she normally
cruises at well under a hundred. You don't hurry on a sight-seeing tour."

He stared at the map, as if trying to extract information fromit by the sheer intensity
of his gaze.

"If they're out in the Sea, it won't take long to find them Have you sent out the dust-
ski s?"

"No, sir; | was waiting for authorization."

Davi s | ooked at the Chief Engineer, who outranked anyone on this side of the Myon except
Chi ef Adm nistrator O sen hinmself. Lawence nodded sl owy.

"Send themout," he said. "But don't expect results in a hurry. It will take awhile to
search several thousand square kil oneters--especially at night. Tell themto work over the route
fromthe | ast reported position, one ski on either side of it, so that they sweep the w dest
possi bl e band. "

When the order had gone out, Davis asked unhappily: "Wat do you think could have
happened?"

"There are only a few possibilities. It nust have been sudden, because there was no
message fromthem That usually neans an expl osion.”

The Commi ssi oner pal ed; there was al ways the chance of sabotage, and no one could ever
guard agai nst that. Because of their vulnerability, space vehicles, like aircraft before them
were an irresistible attraction to a certain type of crimnal. Davis thought of the Venus-bound
liner ,Argo”, which had been destroyed with two hundred nen, wonen, and children aboard, because a
mani ac had a grudge agai nst a passenger who scarcely knew him

"And then there's collision,"” continued the Chief Engineer. "She could have run into an
obstacle.”

"Harris is a very careful driver,'

said the Comm ssioner. "He's done this trip scores of
times."

"Everyone can nmake mistakes; it's easy to misjudge your distance when you're driving by
earthlight."

Conmi ssi oner Davis barely heard him he was thinking of all the arrangenents he ni ght have
to make if the worst came to the worst. He'd better start by getting the Legal Branch to check the
indemity forns. If any relatives started suing the Tourist Comission for a fewmllion dollars,
that would undo his entire publicity canpaign for the next year--even if he won.

The Ground Traffic officer gave a nervous cough

"If | mght nake a suggestion,” he said to the Chief Engineer. "W could call Lagrange.
The astrononmers up there may be able to see sonething."

"At night?" asked Davis skeptically. "Fromfifty thousand kil ometers up?"

"Easily, if her searchlights are still burning. It's worth trying."

"Excellent idea," said the Chief Engineer. "Do that right away."

He shoul d have thought of that hinself, and wondered if there were any other possibilities
he had overl ooked. This was not the first occasion he had been forced to pit his wits against this
strange and beautiful world, so breath-taking in her nonments of magic--so deadly in her tines of
peril. She would never be wholly taned, as Earth had been, and perhaps that was just as well. For
it was the lure of the untouched w | derness and the faint but ever-present hint of danger that now
brought the tourists as well as the explorers across the gulfs of space. He would prefer to do
wit hout the tourists--but they helped to pay his salary.

And now he had better start packing. This whole crisis nmight evaporate, and ,Sel ene” mi ght
turn up again quite unaware of the panic she had caused. But he did not think this would happen
and his fear deepened to certainty as the mnutes passed. He would give her another hour; then he
woul d take the suborbital shuttle to Port Roris and to the real mof his waiting eneny, the Sea of
Thi rst.
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Wien the PRIORITY RED signal reached Lagrange, Thomas Lawson, Ph.D., was fast asleep. He
resented the interruption; though one needed only two hours' sleep in twenty-four when living
under zero gravity, it seened a little unfair to | ose even that. Then he grasped the neani ng of
the nmessage, and was fully awake. At last it |ooked as if he would be doing sonething useful here.

Tom Lawson had never been very happy about this assignnment; he had wanted to do scientific
research, and the atnosphere aboard Lagrange |l was nuch too distracting. Bal anced here between
Earth and Moon, in a cbsmic tightrope act nmade possible by one of the obscurer consequences of the
|l aw of gravitation, the satellite was an astronautical maid-of-all-work. Ships passing in both
directions took their fixes fromit, and used it as a nmessage center--though there was no truth in
the runor that they stopped to pick up mail. Lagrange was also the relay station for al nost al
lunar radio traffic, because the whol e earthward-facing side of the Moon |ay spread beneath it.

The hundred-centineter tel escope had been designed to | ook at objects billions of tines
farther away than the Mon, but it was admirably suited for this job. Fromso close at hand, even
with the | ow power, the view was superb. Tom seened to be hanging in space i medi ately above the
Sea of Rains, |ooking down upon the jagged peaks of the Apennines as they glittered in the norning
Iight. Though he had only a sketchy know edge of the Moon's geography, he could recognize at a
gl ance the great craters of Archinedes and Plato, Aristillus and Eudoxus, the dark scar of the
Al pine Valley, and the solitary pyram d of Pico, casting its |ong shadow across the plain.

But the daylight region did not concern him what he sought lay in the darkened crescent
where the sun had not yet risen. In sonme ways, that might make his task sinpler. A signal |anp--
even a hand torch--would be easily visible down there in the night. He checked the map co-
ordi nates, and punched the control buttons. The burning nmountains drifted out of his field of
view, and only bl ackness renmi ned, as he stared into the lunar night that had just swallowed nore
than twenty nmen and wonen.

At first he could see nothing-certainly no winking signal light, flashing its appeal to
the stars. Then, as his eyes grew nore sensitive, he could see that this | and was not wholly dark
It was glimering with a ghostly phosphorescence as it lay bathed in the earthlight, and the
| onger he | ooked, the nore details he could see

There were the nountains to the east of Rai nbow Bay, waiting for the dawn that woul d
strike them soon. And there--ny God, what was that star shining in the darkness? H s hopes soared,
then swiftly crashed. That was only the lights of Port Roris, where even now nen woul d be waiting
anxiously for the results of his survey.

Wthin a few mnutes, he had convinced hinself that a visual search was usel ess. There was
not the slightest chance that he could see an object no bigger than a bus, down there in that
faintly lum nous | andscape. In the daytinme, it would have been different; he could have spotted
»Sel ene” at once by the | ong shadow she cast across the Sea. But the hunan eye was not sensitive
enough to make this search by the light of the waning Earth, froma height of fifty thousand
kil oneters.

This did not worry Tom He had scarcely expected to see anything, on this first visua
survey. It was a century and a half since astrononers had had to rely upon their eyesight; today,
they had far nore delicate weapons--a whole arnory of light anplifiers and radiation detectors.
One of these, he was certain, would be able to find ,Sel ene”.

He woul d not have been so sure of this had he known that she was no | onger upon the
surface of the Mon

Chapter 4

When , Sel ene” cane to rest, both crew and passengers were still too stricken by
astoni shment to utter a sound. Captain Harris was the first to recover, perhaps because he was the
only one who had any idea of what had happened.

It was a cave-in, of course; they were not rare, though none had ever been recorded in the
Sea of Thirst. Deep down in the Mon, something had given way; possibly the infinitesiml weight
of ,Selene” had itself triggered the collapse. As Pat Harris rose shakily to his feet, he wondered
what line of talk he had better use to the passengers. He could hardly pretend that everything was
under control and that they'd be on their way again in five mnutes; on the other hand, panic was
liable to set in if he revealed the true seriousness of the situation. Sooner or later he would
have to, but until then it was essential to mmintain confidence.

He caught M ss Wl kins' eye as she stood at the back of the cabin, behind the expectantly
wai ti ng passengers. She was very pale, but quite conposed; he knew that he could rely on her, and
flashed her a reassuring snile
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"W seemto be in one piece," he began in an easy, conversational style. "W've had a
slight accident, as you'll gather, but things could be worse." (How? a part of his mind asked him
Well, the hull could have been fractured. . . . So you want to prolong the agony? He shut off the
interior nonol ogue by an effort of will.) "W've been caught in a | andslip-a noonquake, if you

like. There's certainly no need to be alarned; even if we can't get out under our own power, Port

Roris will soon have soneone here. Meanwhile, | know that Mss WIkins was just going to serve
refreshnents, so | suggest you all relax while |I--ah--do whatever proves necessary."
That seenmed to have gone over quite well. Wth a silent sigh of relief, he turned back to

the controls. As he did so, he noticed one of the passengers light a cigarette.

It was an automatic reaction, and one that he felt very nuch |ike sharing. He said
not hi ng; that woul d have destroyed the atnosphere his little speech had created. But he caught the
man' s eye just |ong enough for the nessage to go hone; the cigarette had been stubbed out before
he resunmed his seat.

As he switched on the radio, Pat heard the babble of conversation start up behind him
When a group of people were tal king together, you could gather their nmood even if you could not
hear the individual words. He coul d detect annoyance, excitenent, even anusenent--but, as yet,
very little fear. Probably those who were speaking did not realize the full danger of the
situation; the ones who did were silent.

And so was the ether. He searched the wave bands fromend to end, and found only a faint
crackle fromthe electrified dust that had buried them It was just as he had expected. This
deadly stuff, with its high netallic content, was an al nost perfect shield. It would pass neither
radi o waves nor sound; when he tried to transmt, he would be Iike a man shouting fromthe bottom
of a well that was packed with feathers.

He switched the beacon to the hi gh-powered energency setting, so that it automatically
broadcast a distress signal on the MOONCRASH band. |f anything got through, this would; there was
no point intrying to call Port Roris hinself, and his fruitless efforts would nerely upset the
passengers. He left the receiver operating on Sel ene's assigned frequency, in case of any reply,
but he knew that it was usel ess. No one could hear them no one could speak to them As far as
they were concerned, the rest of the human race nmight not exist.

He did not brood over this setback for very long. He had expected it, and there was too
much else to do. Wth the utnost care, he checked all the instrunents and gauges. Everything
appeared to be perfectly normal, except that the tenperature was just a shade high. That al so was
to be expected, now that the dust blanket was shielding themfromthe cold of space.

H s greatest worry was the thickness of that blanket, and the pressure it was exerting on
the boat. There nust be thousands of tons of the stuff above ,Selene”--and her hull had been
designed to withstand pressure fromw thin, not fromw thout. If she went too deep, she m ght be
cracked |ike an eggshell

How deep the cruiser was, he had no i dea. Wien he had caught his last glinpse of the
stars, she was about ten neters bel ow the surface, and she m ght have been carried down nuch
farther by the suction of the dust. It would be advisable-- even though it would increase their
oxygen consunption--to put up the internal pressure and thus take sone of the strain off the hull

Very slowy, so that there would be no telltal e popping of ears to alarm anyone, he
boosted the cabin pressure by twenty per cent. Wen he had finished, he felt a little happier. He
was not the only one, for as soon as the pressure gauge had stabilized at its new level, a quiet
voi ce said over his shoulder: "I think that was a very good idea."

He tw sted around to see what busybody was spying on him but his angry protest died
unborn. On his first quick inspection, Pat had recogni zed none of the passengers; now, however, he
could tell that there was sonething vaguely fam liar about the stocky, gray-haired man who had
cone forward to the driver's position

"l don't want to intrude, Captain--you're the skipper here. But |I thought |'d better
i ntroduce nyself in case | can help. |I'm Conpdore Hansteen."

Pat stared, slack-jawed, at the man who had led the first expedition to Pluto, who had
probably |l anded on nore virgin planets and noons than any explorer in history. All he could say to
express his astoni shnent was "You weren't down on the passenger list!"

The Conmobdore smi | ed.

"My alias is Hanson. Since | retired, |'ve been trying to do a little sight-seeing w thout
quite so nmuch responsibility. And now that |'ve shaved off ny beard, no one ever recognizes ne."

"I"'mvery glad to have you here," said Pat, with deep feeling. Al ready sone of the weight
seened to have lifted fromhis shoul ders; the Commbdore would be a tower of strength in the
difficult hours--or days--that |ay ahead.

"If you don't nmind," continued Hansteen, with that same careful politeness, "I'd
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appreci ate an evaluation. To put it bluntly, how |l ong can we | ast?"
"Oxygen's the linmting factor, as usual. W' ve enough for about seven days, assuming that
no | eaks develop. So far. there are no signs of any."”

"Well, that gives us time to think. Wat about food and water?"

"W'l | be hungry, but we won't starve. There's an energency reserve of conpressed food,
and of course the air purifiers will produce all the water we need. So there's no problemthere."

" Power ?"

"Plenty, now that we're not using our notors."

"I notice that you haven't tried to call Base."

"It's useless; the dust blankets us conpletely. |'ve put the beacon on energency--that's
our only hope of getting a signal through, and it's a slimone."

"So they'll have to find us in sone other way. How | ong do you think it will take then?"

"That's extremely difficult to say. The search will begin as soon as our twenty hundred
hours transmission is nmissed, and they'll know our general area. But we may have gone down wi t hout
| eaving any trace--you've seen how this dust obliterates everything. And even when they do find us-

"How wi | | they get us out?"

"Exactly."

Ski pper of twenty-seat dust-cruiser and Cormopdore of space stared at each other in
silence, as their nminds circled the same problem Then, cutting across the | ow nurnur of
conversation, they heard a very English voice call out: "I say, Mss--this is the first decent cup
of tea |I've drunk on the Moon. | thought no one could make it here. My congratul ati ons.™

The Commodore chuckl ed quietly.

"He ought to thank you, not the stewardess," he said, pointing to the pressure gauge.

Pat snmiled rather wanly in return. That was true enough; now that he had put up the cabin
pressure, water nust be boiling at nearly its nornmal, sea-level tenperature back on Earth. At | ast
they coul d have some hot drinks--not the usual tepid ones. But it did seem a somewhat extravagant
way to make tea, not unlike the reputed Chinese nethod of roasting pig by burning down the entire
house.

"Qur big problem" said the Conmopbdore (and Pat did not in the |east resent that "our"),
"is to maintain norale. | think it's inportant, therefore, for you to give a pep talk about the
search procedure that nust be starting now. But don't be too optinmistic; you nmustn't give the
i mpression that someone will be knocking on the door inside half an hour. That m ght nake it
difficult if--well, if we have to wait several days."

"It won't take me long to describe the MOONCRASH organi zation," said Pat. "And, frankly,
it wasn't planned to deal with a situation like this. Wen a ship's down on the Mon, it can be
spotted very quickly fromone of the satellites-either Lagrange ||, above Earthside, or Lagrange
I, over Farside. But | doubt if they can help us now. As | said, we've probably gone down wi thout
| eaving a trace."

"That's hard to believe. Wen a ship sinks on Earth, it always |eaves ,sonething” behind--
bubbl es, oil slicks, floating weckage."

"None of those apply to us. And I can't think of any way we could send sonething up to the
surface--however far away that is.”

"So we just have to sit and wait."

"Yes," agreed Pat. He glanced at the oxygen-reserve indicator. "And there's one thing we
can be sure of: we can only wait a week."

Fifty thousand kil oneters above the Moon, Tom Lawson |aid down the |ast of his
phot ographs. He had gone over every square mllinmeter of the prints with a nmagnifying glass. Their
quality was excellent; the electronic image intensifier, mllions of times nore sensitive than the
human eye, had revealed details as clearly as if it were already daylight down there on the
faintly glimering plain. He had even spotted one of the tiny dust-skis--or, nore accurately, the
I ong shadow it cast in the earthlight. Yet there was no trace of ,Selene”; the Sea was as snpoth
and unruffled as it had been before the comng of Man. And as it would be, in all probability,
ages after he had gone.

Tom hated to adnit defeat, even in matters far less inportant than this. He believed that
all problems could be solved if they were tackled in the right way, with the right equipnment. This
was a challenge to his scientific ingenuity; the fact that there were nmany |ives invol ved was
imuaterial. Dr. Tom Lawson had no great use for human beings, but he did respect the Universe
This was a private fight between himand It.
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He considered the situation with a coldly critical intelligence. Now how woul d the great
Hol nes have tackled the problenf? (It was characteristic of Tomthat one of the few nen he really
adm red had never existed.) He had elimnated the open Sea, so that left only one possibility. The
dust-crui ser nust have cone to grief along the coast or near the nountains, probably in the region
known as--he checked the charts--Crater Lake. That made good sense; an accident was rmuch nore
likely here than out on the snooth, unobstructed plain.

He | ooked at the photographs again, this time concentrating on the nountains. At once, he
ran into a new difficulty. There were scores of isolated crags and boul ders al ong the edge of the
Sea, any one of which mght be the mssing cruiser. Wirse still, there were many areas that he
could not survey at all, because his view was bl ocked by the nountains thenselves. Fromhis
vant age point, the Sea of Thirst was far around the curve of the Moon, and his view of it was
badly foreshortened. Crater Lake itself, for instance, was conpletely invisible to him hidden by
its mountain walls. That area could only be investigated by the dust-skis, working at ground
| evel ; even Tom Lawson's godli ke em nence was usel ess here.

He had better call Earthside and give themhis interimreport.

"Lawson, Lagrange Il," he said, when Communi cati ons had put himthrough. "1've searched
the Sea of Thirst--there's nothing in the open plain. Your boat nust have gone aground near the
edge. "

"Thank you," said an unhappy voice. "You're quite sure of that?"

"Absolutely. | can see your dust-skis, and they're only a quarter the size of ,Selene”."

"Anything visible along the edge of the Sea?"

"There's too nuch snall-scale detail to make a search possible. | can see fifty--oh, a
hundr ed- - obj ects that m ght be the right size. As soon as the sun rises |'ll be able to exan ne

them nore closely. But it's night down there now, renenber."

"W appreciate your help. Let us know if you find anything else."

Down in Clavius GCty, the Tourist Conmi ssioner heard Lawson's report with resignation
That settled it; the next of kin had better be notified. It was unwise, if not inpossible, to
mai ntai n secrecy any | onger

He turned to the Ground Traffic officer and asked: "Is that passenger list in yet?"

"Just comi ng over the telefax fromPort Roris. Here you are." As he handed over the flinsy
sheet, he said inquisitively: "Anyone inportant aboard?"

"Al'l tourists are inportant," said the Comm ssioner coldly, wthout [ooking up. Then, in
al nrost the same breath, he added: "Ch, ny CGod!"

"What's the matter?"

"Commodor e Hansteen's aboard."

",\What?” | didn't know he was on the Mon."

"We've kept it quiet. We thought it was a good idea to have himon the Tourist Conmmi ssion
now that he's retired. He wanted to have a | ook around, incognito, before he nade up his mind."

There was a shocked silence as the two nen considered the irony of the situation. Here was
one of the greatest heroes of space--lost as an ordinary tourist in sone stupid accident in
Earth's backyard, the Moon.

"That nmay be very bad luck for the Commbdore," said the traffic controller at last. "But

it's good luck for the passengers--if they're still alive."

"They' Il need all the luck they can get, now the Cbservatory can't help us," said the
Conmi ssi oner .

He was right on the first point, but wong on the second. Dr. Tom Lawson still had a few

tricks up his sl eeve.

And so did The Reverend Vincent Ferraro, S.J., a scientist of a very different kind. It
was a pity that he and Tom Lawson were never to neet; the resulting fireworks would have been
quite interesting. Father Ferraro believed in God and Man; Dr. Lawson believed in neither.

The priest had started his scientific career as a geophysicist, then switched worlds and
becane a sel enophysici st--though that was a nanme he used only in his nore pedantic nonents. No nan
alive had a greater know edge of the Moon's interior, gleaned frombatteries of instrunments
strategically placed over the entire surface of the satellite.

Those instrunents had just produced sonme rather interesting results. At 19 hours 35
m nutes 47 seconds GMI, there had been a najor quake in the general area of Rai nbow Bay. That was
alittle surprising, for the area was an unusually stable one, even for the tranquil Mon. Father
Ferraro set his conputers to work pinpointing the focus of the disturbance, and al so instructed
themto search for any other anomml ous instrunent readings. He left themat this task while he
went to lunch, and it was here that his coll eagues told himabout the m ssing ,Sel ene”

No el ectronic conputer can match the human brain at associating apparently irrel evant
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facts. Father Ferraro only had tinme for one spoonful of soup before he had put two and two
together and had arrived at a perfectly reasonabl e but disastrously m sleading answer.

Chapter 5

"And that, |adies and gentlenen, is the position," concluded Commodore Hansteen. "W're in
no i medi ate danger, and | haven't the slightest doubt that we'll be |l ocated quite soon. Unti
then, we have to nake the best of it."

He paused, and swi ftly scanned the upturned, anxious faces. Al ready he had noted the
possi bl e troubl e spots--that little man with the nervous tic, the acidul ous, prune-faced |ady who
kept tw sting her handkerchief in knots. Maybe they'd neutralize each other, if he could get them
to sit together.

"Captain Harris and I--he's the boss; I'"'monly acting as his adviser--have worked out a
pl an of action. Food will be sinple and rationed, but will be adequate, especially since you won't
be engaged in any physical activity. W would like to ask sonme of the ladies to help Mss WIKkins;
she' |l have a lot of extra work, and could do with sone assistance. Qur biggest problem frankly,
is going to be boredom By the way, did anyone bring any books?"

There was nuch scrabbling in handbags and baskets. The total haul consisted of assorted
| unar guides, including six copies of the official handbook; a current best seller, ,The Orange
and the Apple”, whose unlikely thenme was a romance between Nell Gwn and Sir |saac Newton; a
Harvard Press edition of ,Shane”, with scholarly annotations by a professor of English; an
introduction to the logical positivismof Auguste Conte; and a week-old copy of the New York
»Times”, Earth edition. It was not much of a library, but with careful rationing it would help to
pass the hours that |ay ahead.

“I think we'll forman Entertai nnent Cormittee to decide how we'll use this nmaterial
though | don't know how it will deal w th Mnsieur Conte. Meanwhile, now that you know what our
situation is, are there any questions, any points you' d like Captain Harris or myself to explain
in nore detail ?"

"There's one thing 1'd like to ask, sir," said the English voice that had nade the
complimentary remarks about the tea. "lIs there the slightest chance that we'll ,float” up? | nean
if this stuff is Iike water, won't we bob up sooner or later, |like a cork?"

That floored the Commpdore conpletely. He | ooked at Pat and said wyly: "That's one for
you, M. Harris. Any comment ?"

Pat shook his head.

"I"'mafraid it won't work. True, the air inside the hull nust make us very buoyant, but
the resistance of this dust is enormous. W ,nmay” float up eventually--in a few thousand years."

The Englishman, it seemed, was not easily di scouraged.

"I noticed that there was a space suit in the air |ock. Could anyone get out and swi m up?
Then the search party will know where we are."

Pat stirred uneasily. He was the only one qualified to wear that suit, which was purely
for energency use.

“I'malnost sure it's inpossible,” he answered. "I doubt if a man could nove agai nst the
resi stance--and of course he'd be absolutely blind. How woul d he know whi ch way was up? And how
woul d you cl ose the outer door after hinP Once the dust had flooded in, there would be no way of
clearing it. You certainly couldn't punp it out again."

He coul d have said nore, but decided to leave it at that. They m ght yet be reduced to
such desperate expedients, if there was no sign of rescue by the end of the week. But that was a
nightmare that nmust be kept firmy at the back of his mnd, for to dwell too I ong upon it could
only sap his courage.

"If there are no nore questions," said Hansteen, "l suggest we introduce ourselves.
Whether we like it or not, we have to get used to each other's conpany, so let's find out who we
are. 1'll go round the room and perhaps each of you in turn will give your nanme, occupation, and

home town. You first, sir."

"Robert Bryan, civil engineer, retired, Kingston, Januaica."

"Irving Schuster, attorney at |aw, Chicago--and ny wife, Mra."

"N hal Jayawar dene, Professor of Zool ogy, University of Ceylon, Peradeniya."

As the roll call continued, Pat once again found hinmself grateful for the one piece of
luck in this desperate situation. By character, training, and experience, Commpdore Hansteen was a
born | eader of nmen: already he was beginning to weld this random collection of individuals into a
unit, to build up that indefinable ,esprit de corps” that transforns a nbb into a team These
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things he had learned while his little fleet--the first ever to vcnturc beyond the orbit of

Nept une, alnost three billion mles fromthe sun--had hung poi sed week upon weck in the enptiness
between the planets. Pat, who was thirty years younger and had never been away fromthe Earth-Mon
system felt no resentnent at the change of command that had tacitly taken place. It was nice of
the Commmpbdore to say that he was still the boss, but he knew better

"Duncan McKenzi e, physicist, Munt Stroml o Cbservatory, Canberra.”

"Pierre Blanchard, cost accountant, Cavius Cty, Earthside."

"Phyllis Mrley, journalist, London."

"Karl Johanson, nucl eonics engi neer, Tsiol kovski Base, Farside."

That was the lot; quite a collection of talent, though not an unusual one, for the people
who cane to the Mon al ways had sonething out of the ordinary--even if it was only noney. But al
the skill and experience now | ocked up in ,Selene” could not, so it seened to Pat, do anything to
help themin their present situation

That was not quite true, as Commopdore Hansteen was now about to prove. He knew, as well as
any man alive, that they would be fighting boredomas well as fear. They had been thrown upon
their own resources; in an age of universal entertainnent and communi cations, they had suddenly
been cut off fromthe rest of the human race. Radio, TV, tel efax newssheets, novies, telephone--
all these things now neant no nore to themthan to the people of the Stone Age. They were |ike
some ancient tribe gathered round the canpfire, in a wilderness that held no other nmen. Even on
the Pluto run, thought Conmmobdore Hansteen, they had never been as lonely as this. They had had a
fine library and had been well stocked with every possible formof canned entertai nnent, and they
could talk by tight beamto the inner planets whenever they wi shed. But on Sel ene, there was not
even a pack of cards.

That was an idea. "M ss Mrley! As a journalist, | imagine you have a notebook?"

"Wy, yes, Conmpdore."

"Fifty-two blank sheets in it still?"

"I think so."

"Then | mnust ask you to sacrifice them Please cut themout and mark a pack of cards on
them No need to be artistic--as long as they're legible, and the lettering doesn't show through
t he back."

"How are you going to shuffle paper cards?" asked sonebody.

"A good problem for our Entertainment Committee to solve. Anyone who thinks they have
talent in this direction?"

"I used to be on the stage,"” said Myra Schuster, rather hesitantly. Her husband did not
| ook at all pleased by this revelation, but it delighted the Conmodore.

"Excel l ent! Though we're a little cranped for space, | was hoping we night be able to put
on a play."

Now Ms. Schuster |ooked as unhappy as her husband

"It was rather a long tine ago," she said, "and |--1 never did nuch tal king."

There were several chuckles, and even the Comodore had difficulty in keeping a straight
face. Looking at Ms. Schuster, on the wong side of both fifty years and a hundred kilos, it was
alittle hard to inagi ne her as, he suspected, a chorus girl.

"Never mind," he said, "it's the spirit that counts. Who will help Ms. Schuster?"

"I've done sone amateur theatricals," said Professor Jayawardene. "Mstly Brecht and
| bsen, though."

That final "though" indicated recognition of the fact that something a little lighter
woul d be appreci ated here--say, one of the decadent but anusing conedi es of the 1980's, which had
i nvaded the airways in such nunbers with the collapse of TV censorship

There were no nore volunteers for this job, so the Coormbdore nmoved Ms. Schuster and
Prof essor Jayawardene into adjacent seats and told themto start programplanning. It seened
unlikely that such an ill-assorted pair woul d produce anything useful, but one never knew. The
mai n thing was to keep everyone busy, either on tasks of their own or co-operating with others.

"W'll leave it at that for the noment," concluded Hansteen. "If you have any bri ght
i deas, please give themto the committee. Meanwhile, | suggest you stretch your | egs and get to
know each other. Everyone's announced his job and hone town; many of you nust have conmon
interests or know the sane friends. You'll have plenty of things to talk about." And plenty of
time, too, he added silently.

He was conferring with Pat in the pilot's cubicle when they were joined by Dr. MKenzie,
the Australian physicist. He | ooked very worried--even nore so than the situation nerited.

"There's sonething | want to tell you, Commodore," he said urgently. "If I"'mright, that
seven-day oxygen reserve doesn't nmean a thing. There's a nuch nore serious danger."
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"What' s that?"

"Heat." The Australian indicated the outside world with a wave of his hand. "W're
bl anketed by this stuff, and it's about the best insulator you can have. On the surface, the heat
our nmachi nes and bodi es generated coul d escape into space, but down here it's trapped. That neans
we'll get hotter and hotter--until we cook."

"My God," said the Conmopdore. "I never thought of that. How long do you think it will
t ake?"

"Gve nme half an hour, and | can make a fair estimate. My guess is--not nmuch nore than a
day."

The Commobdore felt a wave of utter hel pl essness sweep over him There was a horrible
sickness at the pit of his stomach, like the second tine he had been in free fall. (Not the first--
he had been ready for it then. But on the second trip, he had been overconfident.) If this
estimate was right, all their hopes were blasted. They were slimenough in all conscience, but
given a week there was a slight chance that sonmething night be done. Wth only a day, it was out
of the question. Even if they were found in that tinme, they could never be rescued.

"You m ght check the cabin tenperature,” continued MKenzie. "That will give us sone
i ndication."
Hanst een wal ked to the control panel and gl anced at the nmaze of dials and indicators.

“I"'mafraid you're right," he said. "It's gone up two degrees already."
"Over a degree an hour. That's about what | figured."
The Commobdore turned to l-iarris, who had been listening to the discussion with grow ng

al arm

"I's there anything we can do to increase the cooling? How nuch reserve power has our air-
condi tioni ng gear got?"

Bef ore Pat coul d answer, the physicist intervened.

"That won't help us," he said a little inpatiently. "All that our refrigeration does is to
punp heat out of the cabin and radiate it away. But that's exactly what it ,can't” do now, because
of the dust around us. If we try to run the cooling plant faster, it will actually nake matters
wor se. "

There was a gl oony silence that lasted until the Commopdore said: "Please check those
calcul ations, and | et nme have your best estinmate as soon as you can. And for heaven's sake don't
let this go beyond the three of us."

He felt suddenly very old. He had been al nbst enjoying his unexpected | ast conmand; and
now it seemed that he would have it only for a day.

At that very noment, though neither party knew the fact, one of the searching dust-skis
was passing overhead. Built for speed, efficiency, and cheapness, not for the confort of tourists,
it bore little resenblance to the sunken ,Selene”. It was, in fact, no nore than an open sl edge
with seats for pilot and one passenger--each wearing a space suit--and with a canopy overhead to
give protection fromthe sun. A sinple control panel, notor, and twin fans at the rear, storage
racks for tools and equi pnment--that conpleted the inventory. A ski going about its normal work
usual ly towed at |east one carrier sledge behind it, sonmetimes two or three, but this one was
traveling light. It had zigzagged back and forth across several hundred square kiloneters of the
Sea, and had found absol utely nothi ng.

Over the suit intercom the driver was talking to his conpanion

"What do ,you” think happened to them George? | don't believe they're here."

"Where el se can they be? Kidnaped by CQutsiders?"

"“I'mal nost ready to buy that" was the hal f-serious answer. Sooner or later, al
astronauts believed, the human race would neet intelligences fromel sewhere. That meeting m ght
still be far in the future but neanwhile, the hypothetical "CQutsiders" were part of the nythol ogy
of space, and got the blane for everything that could not be explained in any ot her way.

It was easy to believe in them when you were with a nere handful of conpani ons on sone
strange, hostile world where the very rocks and air (if there ,was” air) were conpletely alien
Then, nothing could be taken for granted, and the experience of a thousand Earth-bound generations
m ght be usel ess. As ancient man had peopl ed the unknown around himw th gods and spirits, so
. Homo astronauticus” | ooked over his shoul der when he | anded upon each new worl d, wondering who or
what was there already. For a few brief centuries, Man had i magi ned hinself the lord of the
Uni verse, and those prineval hopes and fears had been buried in his subconscious. But now t hey
were stronger than ever, and with good reason, as he |ooked into the shining face of the heavens
and t hought of the power and know edge that rust be lurking there.

"Better report to Base," said George. "W ve covered our area, and there's no point in
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going over it again. Not until sunrise, anyway. We'Ill have a much better chance of finding
sonet hi ng then. This damed earthlight gives me the creeps.”

He switched on the radi o, and gave the ski's call sign

"Duster Two calling Traffic Control. Over."

"Port Roris Traffic Control here. Found anythi ng?"

"Not a trace. What's new from your end?"

"We don't think she's out in the Sea. The Chief Engineer wants to speak to you."

"Right; put himon."

"Hel l 0, Duster Two. Lawence here. Plato Chservatory's just reported a quake near the
Mount ai ns of I naccessibility. It took place at nineteen thirty-five, which is near enough the tine
when , Sel ene” shoul d have been in Crater Lake. They suggest she's been caught in an aval anche
sonewhere in that area. So head for the nmountains and see if you can spot any recent slides or
rockfalls."

"What's the chance, sir," asked the dust-ski pilot anxiously, "that there may be nore

quakes?"

"Very small, according to the Cbhservatory. They say it will be thousands of years before
anything like this happens again, now that the stresses have been relieved."

"I hope they're right. I'Il radio when | get to Crater Lake; that should be in about

twenty mnutes."

But it was only fifteen mnutes before Duster Two destroyed the | ast hopes of the waiting
|isteners.

"Duster Two calling. This is it, I"'mafraid. |I've not reached Crater Lake yet; |I'mstil
headi ng up the gorge. But the Chservatory was right about the quake. There have been severa
slides, and we had difficulty in getting past sone of them There nust be ten thousand tons of
rock in the one I'mlooking at now. If ,Selene's” under that lot, we'll never find her. And it
won't be worth the trouble of |ooking."

The silence in Traffic Control |asted so long that the ski called back: "Hello, Traffic
Control --did you receive ne?"

"Receiving you," said the Chief Engineer in atired voice. "See if you can find sone trace
of them |'lIl send Duster One in to help. Are you sure there's no chance of digging them out?"

"It might take weeks, even if we could |ocate them | saw one slide three hundred neters
long. If you tried to dig, the rock would probably start noving again."

"Be very careful. Report every fifteen mnutes, whether you find anything or not."

Lawr ence turned away fromthe m crophone, physically and nmentally exhausted. There was
not hing nore that he could do--or, he suspected, that anyone could do. Trying to conpose his
t hought s, he wal ked over to the southward-facing observation wi ndow, and stared into the face of
the crescent Earth.

It was hard to believe that she was fixed there in the southern sky, that though she hung
so close to the horizon, she would neither rise nor set in a mllion years. However |ong one |ived
here, one never really accepted this fact, which violated all the racial w sdom of nanki nd.

On the other side of that gulf (already so small to a generation that had never known the
time when it could not be crossed), ripples of shock and grief would soon be spreadi ng. Thousands
of men and wonmen were involved, directly or indirectly, because the Moon had stirred briefly in
her sl eep.

Lost in his thoughts, it was sonme tinme before Lawence realized that the Port signals
officer was trying to attract his attention

"Excuse nme, sir--you've not called Duster One. Shall | do it now?"

"What ? Ch yes--go ahead. Send himto help Two in Crater Lake. Tell himwe've called off
the search in the Sea of Thirst."

Chapter 6

The news that the search had been called off reached Lagrange Il when Tom Lawson, red-eyed
fromlack of sleep, had al nost conpleted the nodifications to the hundred-centineter tel escope. He
had been racing against time, and now it seemed that all his efforts had been wasted. , Sel ene” was
not in the Sea of Thirst at all, but in a place where he could never have found her--hidden from
himby the ranparts of Crater Lake, and, for good measure, buried by a few thousand tons of rock

Tom s first reaction was not one of synpathy for the victins, but of anger at his wasted
time and effort. Those YOUNG ASTRONOMVER FI NDS M SSI NG TOURI STS headl i nes woul d never flash across
t he news-screens of the inhabited worlds. As his private dreanms of glory collapsed, he cursed for

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Clarke,%20Arthur%20C.%20-%20A%20Fall%200f%20Moondust.txt (16 of 94) [1/15/03 5:29:27 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Clarke,%20A rthur%20C.%20-%20A %20Fal | %200f%20M oondust. txt

a good thirty seconds, with a fluency that woul d have astoni shed his coll eagues. Then, stil
furious, he started to dismantle the equi pnent he had begged, borrowed, and stolen fromthe other
projects on the satellite.

It would have worked; he was sure of that. The theory had been quite sound--indeed, it was
based on al nbst a hundred years of practice. Infrared reconnai ssance dated back to at |east as
early as Wrld War 1, when it was used to |ocate camoufl aged factories by their telltal e heat.

Though , Sel ene” had left no visible track across the Sea, she nmust, surely, have left an
infrared one. Her fans had stirred up the relatively warmdust a foot or so down, scattering it
across the far colder surface layers. An eye that could see by the rays of heat could track her
path for hours after she had passed. There woul d have been just tine, Tom cal culated, to nake such
an infrared survey before the sun rose and obliterated all traces of the faint heat trail through
the cold | unar night.

But, obviously, there was no point in trying now.

It was well that no one aboard , Sel ene” coul d have guessed that the search in the Sea of
Thirst had been abandoned, and that the dust-skis were concentrating their efforts inside Crater
Lake. And it was well, also, that none of the passengers knew of Dr. MKenzie's predictions.

The physicist had drawn, on a piece of honmenmade graph paper, the expected rise of
tenperature. Every hour he noted the reading of the cabin thernmoneter and pinpointed it on the
curve. The agreenment with theory was depressingly good; in twenty hours, one hundred ten degrees
Fahrenheit woul d be passed, and the first deaths from heatstroke would be occurring. \Whatever way
he | ooked at it, they had barely a day to live. In these circunstances, Commobdore Hansteen's
efforts to nmaintain norale seenmed no nore than an ironic jest. Wiether he failed or succeeded, it
woul d be all the same by the day after tonorrow.

Yet was that true? Though their only choice might lie between dying |ike nen and dyi ng
like animals, surely the first was better. It made no difference even if ,Sel ene” remnui ned
undi scovered until the end of tine, so that no one ever knew how her occupants passed their final
hours. This was beyond | ogic or reason; but so, for that nmatter, was al nbst everything that was
really inportant in the shaping of men's |ives and deat hs.

Commodor e Hansteen was wel|l aware of that, as he planned the program for the dw ndling
hours that | ay ahead. Sone nen are born to be | eaders, and he was one of them The enptiness of
his retirement had been suddenly filled; for the first tinme since he had left the bridge of his
flagship ,Centaurus”, he felt whol e again.

As long as his little crew was busy, he need not worry about norale. It did not matter
what they were doing, provided they thought it interesting or inportant. That poker gane, for
i nstance, took care of the Space Administration accountant, the retired civil engineer, and the
two executives on vacation from New York. One could tell at a glance that they were all poker
fanatics; the problemwould be to stop them playing, not to keep them occupi ed.

Most of the other passengers had split up into little discussion groups, talking quite
cheerfully anong thensel ves. The Entertainment Committee was still in session, with Professor
Jayawar dene naki ng occasi onal notes while Ms. Schuster rem nisced about her days in burlesque,
despite the attenpts of her husband to shut her up. The only person who seened a little apart from
it all was Mss Mrley, who was witing slowy and carefully, using a very minute hand, in what
was | eft of her notebook. Presumably, |ike a good journalist, she was keeping a diary of their
adventure. Commpbdore Hansteen was afraid that it would be briefer than she suspected, and that not
even those few pages would be filled. And if they were, he doubted that anyone woul d ever read
t hem

He gl anced at his watch, and was surprised to see howlate it was. By now, he should have
been on the other side of the Moon, back in Clavius City. He had a lunch engagenent at the Lunar
Hilton, and after that a trip to--but there was no point in thinking about a future that could
never exist. The brief present was all that woul d ever concern hi m now.

It would be as well to get sone sl eep, before the tenperature becane unbearable. ,Sel ene”
had never been designed as a dornmitory--or a tonb, for that matter--but it would have to be turned
into one now. This involved sone research and planning, and a certain anount of danage to Touri st
Conmi ssion property. It took himtwenty mnutes to ascertain all the facts; then, after a brief
conference with Captain Harris, he called for attention

"Ladi es and gentlenen,” he said, "we've all had a busy day, and | think nost of us will be
glad to get sone sleep. This presents a few problens, but |'ve been doing sone experinenting and
have di scovered that with a little encouragenent the center annrests between the seats cone out.
They're not supposed to, but | doubt if the Commission will sue us. That nmeans that ten of us can
stretch out across the seats; the rest will have to use the floor
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"“Anot her point. As you will have noticed, it's becone rather warm and will continue to do
so for sone tinme. Therefore | advise you to take off all unnecessary clothing; confort is nuch
nmore i nmportant than nodesty." (And survival, he added silently, is much nore inportant than
confort--but it would be some hours yet before it came to that.)

"We' || turn off the main cabin lights, but since we don't want to be in conpl ete darkness,
we'll |leave on the energency lighting at | ow power. One of us will remain on watch at all tines in
the skipper's seat. M. Harris is working out a roster of two-hour shifts. Any questions or
comment s?"

There were none, and the Commodore breathed a sigh of relief. He was afraid that someone
woul d be inquisitive about the rising tenperature, and was not quite sure how he woul d have
answered. His many acconplishnents did not include the gift of |ying, and he was anxious that the
passengers shoul d have as untroubled a sleep as was possible in the circunstances. Barring a
mracle, it would be their |ast.

Mss WIkins, who was beginning to lose a little of her professional smartness, took round
final drinks for those who needed them Most of the passengers had al ready begun to renove their
outer clothing; the nore nodest ones waited until the main Iights went off. In the dimred gl ow,
the interior of ,Selene” now had a fantastic appearance, One that woul d have been utterly
i nconcei vabl e when she left Port Roris a few hours before. Twenty-two nmen and wonmen, nost of them
stripped down to their underclothing, lay spraw ed across the seats or along the floor. A few
| ucky ones were already snoring, but for nost, sleep would not cone as easily as that.

Captain Harris had chosen a position at the very rear of the cruiser; in fact, he was not
in the cabin at all, but in the tiny air-lock galley. It was a good vantage point. Now that the
communi cati ng door had been slid back, he could | ook the whole Iength of the cabin and keep an eye
on everyone inside it.

He folded his uniforminto a pillow, and lay down on the unyielding floor. It was six
hours before his watch was due, and he hoped he could get sone sleep before then

Sl eep! The last hours of his life were ticking away, yet he had nothing better to do. How
wel | do condemed nen sl eep, he wondered, in the night that will end with the gall ows?

He was so desperately tired that even this thought brought no enotion. The last thing he
saw, before consciousness slipped away, was Dr. MKenzie taking yet another tenperature reading
and carefully plotting it on his chart, like an astrol oger casting a horoscope.

Fifteen neters above--a distance that could be covered in a single stride under this | ow
gravity--norning had already cone. There is no twilight on the Mon, but for many hours the sky
had held the prom se of dawn. Stretching far ahead of the sun was the glowi ng pyram d of the

zodi acal light, so seldomseen on Earth. Wth infinite slowess it edged its way above the
hori zon, growi ng brighter and brighter as the nonment of sunrise approached. Now it had nerged into
t he opal escent glory of the corona; and now, a million tinmes nore brilliant than either, a thin

thread of fire began to spread along the horizon as the sun nmade its reappearance after fifteen
days of darkness. It would take nore than an hour for it to lift itself clear of the sky line, so
slowy did the Moon turn on its axis, but the night had al ready ended.

A tide of ink was swiftly ebbing fromthe Sea of Thirst, as the fierce |light of dawn swept
back the darkness. Now the whol e drab expanse of the Sea was raked with al nbost horizontal rays.
Had there been anything showi ng above its surface, this grazing Iight woul d have thrown its shadow
for hundreds of neters, revealing it at once to any who were searching.

But there were no searchers there. Duster One and Duster Two were busy on their fruitless
quest in Crater Lake, fifteen kiloneters away. They were still in darkness; it would be another
two days before the sun rose above the surroundi ng peaks, though their summts were already
bl azing with the dawn. As the hours passed, the sharp-edged |ine of |ight would creep down the
flanks of the nountains--sonetines noving no faster than a nan could wal k--until the sun clinbed
hi gh enough for its rays to strike into the crater

But man-nade |ight was already shining there, flashing anong the rocks as the searchers
phot ographed the slides that had cone sweeping silently down the nountains when the Mon trenbl ed
inits sleep. Wthin an hour, those photographs woul d have reached Earth; in another two, all the
i nhabited worl ds woul d have seen them

It would be very bad for the tourist business.

When Captain Harris awoke, it was already nuch hotter. Yet it was not the now oppressive
heat that had interrupted his sleep, a good hour before he was due to go on watch.
Though he had never spent a night aboard her, Pat knew all the sounds that ,Selene” could
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make. Wien the notors were not running, she was alnost silent; one had to listen carefully to
noti ce the susurration of the air punps and the low throb of the cooling plant. Those sounds were
still there, as they had been before he went to sleep. They were unchanged; but they had been

j oi ned by anot her.

It was a barely audi bl e whisper, so faint that for a nonent he could not be sure he was
not imagining it. That it should have called to his subconscious nind across the barriers of sleep
seened quite incredible. Even now that he was awake, he could not identify it, or decide from
whi ch direction it came.

Then, abruptly, he knew why it had awakened him In a second, the soggi ness of sleep had
vani shed. He got quickly to his feet, and pressed his ear against the air-lock door, for that
myst eri ous sound was coming, from ,outside” the hull.

Now he could hear it, faint but distinct, and it set his skin crawling with apprehension.
There could be no doubt; it was the sound of countless dust grains whispering past ,Sel ene's”
walls like a ghostly sandstorm Wat did it nmean? Was the Sea once nore on the nove? If so, would
it take ,Selene” with it? Yet there was not the slightest vibration or sense of notion in the
cruiser itself; only the outside world was rustling past.

Very quietly, being careful not to disturb his sl eeping conpanions, Pat tiptoed into the
darkened cabin. It was Dr. MKenzie's watch. The Scientist was hunched up in the pilot's seat,
staring out through the blinded windows. He turned round as Pat approached, and whi spered:
"Anyt hi ng wrong at your end?"

"I don't know -cone and see."

Back in the galley, they pressed their ears against the outer door, and |istened for a
long tine to that nysterious crepitation. Presently MKenzie said: "The dust's noving, all right--
but | don't see why. That gives us another puzzle to worry about."

" Anot her ?"

"Yes. | don't understand what's happening to the tenperature. It's still going up, but
nothing like as fast as it should."”

The physicist seened really annoyed that his cal cul ati ons had proved incorrect, but to Pat
this was the first piece of good news since the disaster

"Don't | ook so miserable about it; we all nake mistakes. And if this one gives us a few
nore days to live, I'mcertainly not conplaining."

"But | ,couldn't” have made a nistake. The nmath is elenentary. W know how rmuch heat
twenty-two people generate, and it nmust go sonewhere.”

"They won't produce so nuch heat when they're sl eeping; maybe that explains it."

"You don't think |I'd overl ook anything so obvious as that!" said the scientist testily.
"I't helps, but it isn't enough. There's sone other reason why we're not getting as hot as we
shoul d. "

"Let's just accept the fact and be thankful," said Pat. "Meanwhile, what about this
noi se?"

Wt h obvious reluctance, MKenzie switched his mnd to the new problem

"The dust's nmoving, but we aren't, so it's probably nerely a local effect. In fact, it
only seems to be happening at the back of the cabin. | wonder if that has any significance." He
gestured to the bul khead behind them "Wat's on the other side of this?"

"The notors, oxygen reserve, cooling equipnent "

",Cooling” equi pnent! OF course! | remenber noticing that when | canme aboard. Qur radiator
fins are back there, aren't they?"
"That's right."

",Now | see what's happened. They've got so hot that the dust is circulating, |ike any
liquid that's heated. There's a dust fountain outside, and it's carrying away our surplus heat.
Wth any luck, the tenperature will stabilize now W won't be confortable, but we can survive."

In the crinmson gloom the two men | ooked at each other with a dawni ng hope. Then Pat said
slowy: "I'"'msure that's the explanation. Perhaps our luck's beginning to turn."

He glanced at his watch, and did a quick nental cal cul ation.

"The sun's rising over the Sea about now. Base will have the dust-skis out |ooking for us,
and they nust know our approxinmate position. Ten to one they'll find us in a few hours."

"Should we tell the Commodore?"

"No, let himsleep. He's had a harder day than any of us. This news can wait unti
nor ni ng. "

When McKenzie had left him Pat tried to resune his interrupted sleep. But he could not do
so; he lay with eyes open in the faint red glow, wondering at this strange turn of fate. The dust
that had swal |l owed and then had threatened to broil them had now cone to their aid, as its
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convection currents swept their surplus heat up to the surface. Wether those currents would
continue to fl ow when the rising sun snmote the Sea with its fall fury, he could not guess.
Qutside the wall, the dust still whispered past, and suddenly Pat was rem nded of an
antique hourgl ass he had once been shown as a child. When you turned it over, sand poured through
a narrow constriction into the | ower chanber, and its rising |level nmarked the passage of the
nm nutes and the hours.
Bef ore the invention of clocks, nyriads of nmen nust have had their days divided by such
falling grains of sand. But none until now, surely, had ever had his life span netered out by a
fountain of rising dust.

Chapter 7

In Cavius City, Chief Adnministrator O sen and Tourist Conmi ssioner Davis had just
finished conferring with the Legal Department. It had not been a cheerful occasion; nuch of the
time had been spent discussing the waivers of responsibility which the mssing tourists had signed
bef ore they boarded Sel ene. Conmi ssioner Davis had been nuch against this when the trips were
started, on the grounds that it would scare away custoners, but the Adm nistration's |awers had
i nsisted. Now he was very glad that they had had their way.

He was gl ad, also, that the Port Roris authorities had done the job properly; matters like
this were sonetinmes treated as uninportant formalities and quietly ignored. There was a full 1list
of signatures for ,Sel ene's” passengers--with one possible exception that the |lawers were stil
ar gui ng about .

The incognito Commodore had been listed as R S. Hanson, and it | ooked very nuch as if
this was the name he had actually signed. The signature was, however, so illegible that it m ght
wel | have been "Hansteen." Until a facsinile was radioed fromEarth, no one would be able to
decide this point. It was probably uninportant. Because the Conmodore was traveling on officia
busi ness, the Admi nistration was bound to accept sone responsibility for him And for all the
ot her passengers, it was responsible norally, if not legally.

Above all, it had to nake an effort to find themand give thema decent burial. This
little problemhad been placed squarely in the |ap of Chief Engineer Lawence, who was still at
Port Roris.

He had sel domtackled anything with [ ess enthusiasm Wile there was a chance that the
»Sel ene' s” passengers were still alive, he would have noved heaven, Earth, and Moon to get at
them But now that they nust be dead, he saw no point in risking men's lives to |ocate them and
dig themout. Personally, he could hardly think of a better place to be buried than anong these
eternal hills.

That they were dead, Chief Engineer Robert Lawence did not have the slightest doubt; al
the facts fitted together too perfectly. The quake had occurred at just about the time Sel ene
shoul d have been | eaving Crater Lake, and the gorge was now half blocked with slides. Even the
smal | est of those would have crushed her |ike a paper toy, and those aboard woul d have peri shed
wi thin seconds as the air gushed out. If, by sone nmillion-to-one chance, she had escaped bei ng
smashed, her radi o signals woul d have been received. The tough little autonmati c beacon had been
built to take any reasonabl e punishment, and if ,that” was out of action, it nust have been sone
crack- up.

The first problemwould be to |l ocate the weck. That m ght be fairly easy, even if it was
buried beneath a mllion tons of rubble. There were prospecting instrunments and a whol e range of
metal detectors that could do the trick. And when the hull was cracked, the air inside would have
rushed out into the |unar near-vacuum even now, hours later, there would be traces of carbon
di oxi de and oxygen that night be spotted by one of the gas detectors used for pinpointing
spaceshi p | eaks. As soon as the dust-skis came back to base for servicing and rechargi ng, he'd get
themfitted with | eak detectors and would send them sniffing round the rockslides.

No--"finding” the weck mght be sinple--but getting it out m ght be inpossible. He
woul dn't guarantee that the job could be done for a hundred nmillion. (And he could just see the
C.A's face if he nentioned a sumlike that.) For one thing, it was a physical inpossibility to
bring heavy equi pnent into the area--the sort of equi pnment needed to nove thousands of tons of
rubble. The flimsy little dust-skis were useless. To shift those rockslides, one would have to
fl oat nobondozers across the Sea of Thirst, and inport whole shiploads of gelignite to blast a road
through the nountains. The whol e i dea was absurd. He coul d understand the Adm nistration's point
of view, but he was dammed if he would let his overworked Engi neering Division get saddled with
such a Si syphean task.
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As tactfully as possible--for the Chief Adninistrator was not the sort of man who liked to
take no for an answer--he began to draft his report. Summarized, it might have read: "A The job's
al nost certainly inpossible. B. If it can be done at all, it will cost mllions and may invol ve
further loss of life. C It's not worth doing anyway." But because such bl untness woul d nake him
unpopul ar, and he had to give his reasons, the report ran to over three thousand words.

When he had finished dictating, he paused to marshal his ideas, could think of nothing
further, and added: "Copies to Chief Adm nistrator, Mon; Chief Engineer, Farside; Supervisor
Traffic Control; Tourist Conm ssioner; Central Filing. dassify as Confidential."

He pressed the transcription key. Wthin twenty seconds all twelve pages of his report,

i npeccably typed and punctuated, with several granmatical slips corrected, had energed fromthe
office telefax. He scanned it rapidly, in case the el ectrosecretary had nade m stakes. She did
this occasionally (all electrosees were "she"), especially during rush periods when she might be
taking dictation froma dozen sources at once. In any event, no wholly sane machi ne coul d cope
with all the eccentricities of a |language |ike English, and every wi se executive checked his fina
draft before he sent it out. Many were the hilarious disasters that had overtaken those who had
left it all to electrOnics.

Law ence was hal fway through this task when the tel ephone rang.

"Lagrange Il on the line, sir," said the operator--a human one, as it happened. "A Doctor
Lawson wants to speak to you."

Lawson? Who the devil's that? the C.E E. asked hinself. Then he renenbered; that was the
astrononer who was meking the tel escopic search. Surely sonmeone had told himthat it was usel ess.

The Chi ef Engi neer had never had the dubious privilege of neeting Dr. Lawson. He did not
know t hat the astrononer was a very neurotic and very brilliant young man--and, what was nore
inmportant in this case, a very stubborn one.

Lawson had just begun to dismantle the infrared scanner when he stopped to consider his
action. Since he had practically conpleted the blasted thing, he nmght as well test it, out of
sheer scientific curiosity. He prided hinself, rightly, as a practical experinmenter; this was
sonet hi ng unusual in an age when nbst so-called astrononers were really mathenmatici ans who never
went near an observatory.

He was now so tired that only sheer cussedness kept himgoing. If the scanner had not
worked the first time, he would have postponed testing it until he had had sone sleep. But by the

good luck that is occasionally the reward of skill, it ,did” work; only a few m nor adjustnents
wer e needed before the image of the Sea of Thirst began to build up upon the view ng screen
It appeared line by line, |ike an old-fashioned TV picture, as the infrared detector

scanned back and forth across the face of the Moon. The light patches indicated relatively warm
areas, the dark ones, regions of cold. Alnpst all the Sea of Thirst was dark, except for a
brilliant band where the rising sun had already touched it with fire. But in that darkness, as Tom
| ooked closely, he could see sonme very faint tracks, glimering as feebly as the paths of snails

t hrough some noonlit garden back on Earth.

Beyond doubt, there was the heat trail of ,Selene”; and there also, nmuch fainter, were the
zi gzags of the dust-skis that even now were searching for her. Al the trails converged toward the
Mount ai ns of Inaccessibility and there vani shed beyond his field of view

He was much too tired to exam ne themclosely, and in any event it no longer nattered, for
this nerely confirned what was al ready known. His only satisfaction, which was of sone inportance
to him lay in the proof that another piece of Lawson-built equi pment had obeyed his will. For the
record, he photographed the screen, then staggered to bed to catch up with his arrears of sleep

Three hours | ater he awoke froma restless slunber. Despite his extra hour in bed, he was
still tired, but sonething was worrying himand would not let himsleep. As the faint whisper of
novi ng dust had disturbed Pat Harris in the sunken Sel ene, so also, fifty thousand kil ometers
away, Tom Lawson was recalled fromsleep by a trifling variation fromthe norrmal. The mi nd has
many wat chdogs; sonetines they bark unnecessarily, but a wi se man never ignores their warning.

Still bleary-eyed, Tomleft the cluttered little cell that was his private cabin aboard
Lagrange, hooked hinself on to the nearest noving belt, and drifted along the gravityl ess
corridors until he had reached the Obhservatory. He exchanged a surly good norning (though it was
now |late in the satellite's arbitrary afternoon) with those of his coll eagues who did not see him
intime to take avoiding action. Then, thankful to be alone, he settled down anobng the instruments
that were the only things he | oved.

He ripped the photograph out of the one-shot camera where it had been lying all night, and
| ooked at it for the first tine. It was then that he saw the stubby trail energing fromthe
Mount ai ns of I naccessibility, and ending a very short distance away in the Sea of Thirst.

He must have seen it |ast night when he | ooked at the screen--but he had not noticed it.
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For a scientist, that was a serious, alnost an unforgivable, |apse, and Tomfelt very angry with
hinself. He had let his preconceived ideas affect his powers of observation

VWhat did it nean? He exami ned the area closely with a nagnifier. The trail ended in a
smal |, diffuse dot, which he judged to be about two hundred nmeters across. It was very odd--al nost
as if ,Selene” had energed fromthe nountains, and then taken off |ike a spaceship

Tom's first theory was that she had blown to pieces, and that this snudge of heat was the
aftermath of the explosion. But in that case, there would have been plenty of weckage, nost of it
Iight enough to float on the dust. The skis could hardly have missed it when they passed through
this area--as the thin, distinctive track of one showed it had indeed done.

There had to be sone other explanation, yet the alternative seenmed absurd. It was al npst
i mpossible to i magi ne that anything as large as ,Selene” could sink without trace in the Sea of
Thirst, merely because there had been a quake in that nei ghborhood. He certainly could not cal
the Moon on the evidence of a single photograph and say, "You' re |ooking in the wong place."
Though he pretended that the opinion of others neant nothing to him Tomwas terrified of making a
fool of hinself. Before he could advance this fantastic theory, he would have to get nore
evi dence.

Through the tel escope, the Sea was now a flat and featurel ess glare of light. Visua
observation nerely confirnmed what he had proved before sunrise: there was nothing nore than a few
centinmeters high projecting above the dust surface. The infrared scanner was no greater help; the
heat trails had vani shed conpletely, w ped out hours ago by the sun

Tom adj usted the instrunent for maxi mum sensitivity, and searched the area where the trai
had ended. Perhaps there was sone lingering trace that could be picked up even now, sone faint
snmudge of heat that still persisted, strong enough to be detected even in the warmh of the |unar
nmorni ng. For the sun was still low, and its rays had not yet attained the nurderous power they
woul d possess at noon

Was it imagination? He had the gain turned full up, so that the instrunent was on the
verge of instability. Fromtime to time, at the very limt of its detecting power, he thought he
could see a tiny glimer of heat, in the exact area where last night's track had ended.

It was all infuriatingly inconclusive--not at all the sort of evidence that a scientist
needed, especially when he was going to stick his neck out. If he said nothing, no one would ever
know, but all his life he would be haunted by doubts. Yet if he conmmitted hinself, he night raise
fal se hopes, becone the |aughingstock of the solar system or be accused of seeki ng personal
publicity.

He could not have it both ways; he would have to make a decision. Wth great reluctance,
knowi ng that he was taking a step fromwhich there could be no turning back, he picked up the
Observat ory phone.

"Lawson here,

he said. "Get me Luna Central --priority."

Chapter 8

Aboard , Sel ene”, breakfast had been adequate but hardly inspiring. There were severa
conpl ai nts from passengers who thought that crackers and conpressed neat, a dab of honey and a
gl ass of tepid water, scarcely constituted a good neal. But the Conmmodore had been adamant. "We
don't know how long this has got to last us," he said, "and |'mafraid we can't have hot neals.
There's no way of preparing them and it's too warmin the cabin already. Sorry, no nore tea or
coffee. And frankly, it won't do any of us much harmto cut down on the calories for a few days."”
That came out before he renenbered Ms. Schuster, and he hoped that she wouldn't take it as a
personal affront. Ungirdled after |last night's general clothessheddi ng, she now | ooked rather |ike
a good- nat ured hi ppopot anus, as she lay spraw ed over a seat and a half.

"The sun's just risen overhead," continued Hansteen, "the search parties will be out, and
it's only a matter of tine before they locate us. It's been suggested that we have a sweepstake on
that; Mss Mrley, who' s keeping the log, will collect your bets.

"Now about our programfor the day. Professor Jayawardene, perhaps you'll |et us know what
the Entertai nment Committee has arranged."”
The Professor was a small, birdlike person whose gentle dark eyes seenmed nuch too |arge

for him It was obvious that he had taken the task of entertainnment very seriously, for his
delicate brown hand clutched an inpressive sheaf of notes.

"As you know," he said, "ny speciality is the theater--but I'"mafraid that doesn't help us
very much. It would be nice to have a play-reading, and | thought of witing out sone parts;
unfortunately, we're too short of paper to nake that possible. So we'll have to think of sonething
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el se.

"There's not nuch reading matter on board, and sone of it is rather specialized. But we do
have two novel s--a university edition of one of the classic Westerns, ,Shane”, and this new
hi storical romance, ,The Orange and the Apple”. The suggestion is that we forma panel of readers
and go through them Has anyone any objection--or any better ideas?"

"W want to play poker," said a firmvoice fromthe rear

"But you can't play poker ,all” the tinme," protested the Professor, thus showing a certain
i gnorance of the nonacadenmi ¢ world. The Commpdore decided to go to his rescue.

"The readi ng need not interfere with the poker," he said. "Besides, | suggest you take a
break now and then. Those cards won't |ast nuch | onger."

"Well, which book shall we start on first? And any volunteers as readers? |I'll be quite
happy to do so, but we want sonme variety."

"I object to wasting our tinme on ,The Orange and tile Apple”,
utter trash, and nost of it is--er--near-pornography."”

"How do ,you” know?" asked David Barrett, the Englishman who had conmended the tea. The
only answer was an indignant sniff. Professor Jayawardene | ooked quite unhappy, and gl anced at the
Conmodore for support. He did not get any; Hansteen was studiously |ooking the other way. If the
passengers relied on himfor everything, that would be fatal. As far as possible, he wanted them
to stand on their own feet.

said Mss Mrley. "It's

"Very well," said the Professor. "To prevent any argument, we'll start with ,Shane”."

There were several protesting cries of: "W want ,The Orange and the Apple!”" but,
surprisingly, the Professor stood firm "It's a very long book," he said. "I really don't think
we'll have time to finish it before we're rescued." He cleared his throat, |ooked around the cabin

to see if there were any further objections, and then started to read in an extremely pl easant
t hough rat her singsong voice.

“'Introduction: The Role of the Western in the Age of Space. By Karl Adans, Professor of
Engli sh. Being based on the 2037 Kingsley Amis Seminars in Criticismat the University of
Chi cago. " "

The poker players were wavering; one of them was nervously exam ning the worn pieces of
paper that served as cards. The rest of the audience had settled down, with | ooks of boredom or
anticipation. Mss WIkins was back in the air-1lock galley, checking the provisions. The nel odi ous
voi ce conti nued:

"'One of the npbst unexpected literary phenonena of our age has been the revival, after
hal f a century of neglect, of the romance known as the "Western." These stories, set in a
background extrenely limted in both space and tine--the United States of Anerica, Earth, circa
1865-1880--were for a considerable period one of the nost popular forns of fiction the world has
ever known. MIlions were witten, alnost all published in cheap nagazi nes and shoddily produced
books, but out of those mllions, a few have survived both as literature and as a record of an age-
t hough we must never forget that the witers were describing an era that had passed | ong before
they were born

"*"Wth the opening up of the solar systemin the 1970's, the earth-based frontier of the
Aneri can West seened so ludicrously tiny that the reading public lost interest init. This, of

course, was as illogical as disnissing ,Ham et” on the grounds that events restricted to a snal
and drafty Danish castle could not possibly be of universal significance.
"‘During the last few years, however, a reaction has set in. | amcreditably inforned that

Western stories are anong the nost popular reading matter in the libraries of the space |iners now
pl yi ng between the planets. Let us see if we can discover the reason for this apparent paradox--
this link between the O d West and the New Space

"' Perhaps we can best do this by divesting ourselves of all our nodern scientific
achi evenents, and inmagining that we are back in the incredibly primtive world of 1870. Picture a
vast, open plain, stretching away into the distance until it nerges into a far-off line of msty
mount ai ns. Across that plain is crawling, with agoni zing sl owness, a |line of clumsy wagons. Around
themride nen on horseback, bearing guns--for this is Indian territory.

"1t will take those wagons |longer to reach the mountains than a star-class |iner now
requires to make the journey fromEarth to Moon. The space of the prairie was just as great,
therefore, to the men who challenged it as the space of the solar systemis to us. This is one of
the Iinks we have with the Western; there are others, even nore fundanental. To understand them
we must first consider the role of the epic in literature. .

It seened to be going well, thought the Commopbdore. An hour woul d be |ong enough; at the
end of that tinme Professor J. would be through the introduction and well into the story. Then they
could switch to sonething else, preferably at an exciting nonment in the narrative, so that the
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audi ence woul d be anxi ous to get back to it.
Yes, the second day beneath the dust had started smoothly, with everyone in good heart.
But how nany days were there still to go?

The answer to that question depended upon two nen who had taken an instant dislike to each
ot her even though they were fifty thousand kil ometers apart. As he listened to Dr. Lawson's
account of his discoveries, the Chief Engineer found hinself torn in opposing directions. The
astrononer had a nost unfortunate nethod of approach, especially for a youngster who was
addressing a very senior official nore than twice his age. He talks to nme, thought Law ence, at
first nore anused than angry, as if I'ma retarded child, who has to have everything explained to
himin words of one syllable.

When Lawson had finished, the C.E.E. was silent for a few seconds as he exam ned the
phot ographs that had conme over the telefax while they were talking. The earlier one, taken before
sunrise, was certainly suggestive--but it was not enough to prove the case, in his opinion. And
the one taken after dawn showed nothing at all on the reproduction he had received. There m ght
have been sonething on the original print, but he would hate to take the word of this unpl easant
young nman for it.

"This is very interesting, Doctor Lawson," he said at last. "It's a great pity, though
that you didn't continue your observations when you took the first photos. Then we m ght have had
sonet hi ng nore concl usive. "

Tom bridled instantly at this criticism despite--or perhaps because of--the fact that it
was wel | - f ounded.

"I'f you think that anyone el se could have done better--" he snapped.
"Ch, |I'mnot suggesting that," said Lawence, anxious to keep the peace. "But where do we
go from here? The spot you indicate may be fairly small, but its position is uncertain by at |east

half a kilonmeter. There may be nothing visible on the surface, even in daylight. Is there any way
we can pinpoint it nore accurately?"
"There's one very obvious nethod. Use this same technique at ground |evel. Go over the

area with an infrared scanner. That will |ocate any hot spot, even if it's only a fraction of a
degree warnmer than its surroundings."”
"A good idea," said Lawence. "I'I|l see what can be arranged, and will call you back if |

need any further information. Thank you very nuch--Doctor."

He hung up quickly, and wi ped his brow. Then he i medi ately put through another call to
the satellite.

"Lagrange |1? Chief Engineer, Earthside, here. Gve ne the Director, please. .

Prof essor Kotel ni kov? This is Lawence. . . . I'mfine, thanks. |'ve been talking to your Doctor
Lawson. . . . No, he hasn't done anything, except nearly make me | ose nmy tenper. He's been | ooking
for our mssing dust-cruiser, and he thinks he's found her. Wat 1'd |like to know i s--how
conpetent is he?"

In the next five minutes, the Chief Engineer |earned a good deal about young Dr. Lawson
rather nore, in fact, than he had any right to know, even over a confidential circuit. Wen
Prof essor Kot el ni kov had paused for breath, he interjected synpathetically: "I can understand why
you put up with him Poor kid--I thought orphanages hike that went out with Dickens and the
twentieth century. A good thing it ,did” burn down. Do you suppose he set fire to it? No, don't
answer that--you've told ne he's a first-class observer, and that's all | want to know. Thanks a
| ot. See you down here soneday?"

In the next hal f-hour, Lawence nmade a dozen calls to points all over the Mon. At the end
of that tinme, he had accurul ated a | arge amount of information; now he had to act on it.

At Plato Observatory, Father Ferraro thought the idea was perfectly plausible. In fact, he
had al ready suspected that the focus of the guake was under the Sea of Thirst rather than the
Mount ai ns of | naccessibility, but couldn't prove it because the Sea had such a danping effect on
all vibrations. No, a conplete set of soundings had never been nade; it would be very tedious and
time consunming. He'd probed it hinmself in a few places with tel escopic rods, and had al ways hit
bottomat less than forty meters. Hi s guess for the average depth was under ten neters, and it was
much shal l ower round the edges. No, he didn't have an infrared detector, but the astrononers on
Farsi de m ght be able to help.

Sorry, no |I.R detector at Dostoevski. Qur work is all in the ultraviolet. Try Verne.

Ch yes, we used to do sone work in the infrared, a couple of years back--taking
spectrograns of giant red stars. But do you know what? There were enough traces of |unar
atmosphere to interfere with the readings, so the whole programwas shifted out into space. Try
Lagr ange.
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It was at this point that Lawence called Traffic Control for the shipping schedul es from
Earth, and found that he was in luck. But the next nove would cost a |ot of noney, and only the
Chi ef Administrator could authorize it.

That was one good thing about O sen; he never argued with his technical staff over matters
that were in their province. He listened carefully to Lawence's story, and went straight to the
mai n poi nt.

"I'f this theory is true," he said, "there's a chance that they may still be alive, after
all."

"More than a chance; 1'd say it's quite likely. W know the Sea is shallow, so they can't
be very deep. The pressure on the hull would be fairly low, it may still be intact."

"So you want this fellow Lawson to help with the search.” The Chi ef Engi neer gave a
gesture of resignation. "He's about the last person | ,want”," he answered. "But |'mafraid we've
got to have him™"

Chapter 9

The ski pper of the cargo liner ,Auriga” was furious, and so was his crew-but there was
not hi ng they could do about it. Ten hours out fromEarth and five hours fromthe Mon they were
ordered to stop at Lagrange, with all the waste of speed and extra computing that inplied. And to
make matters worse, they were being diverted from Chavius City to that m serable dunmp Port Roris,
practically on the other side of the Mboon. The ether crackled with nessages canceling dinners and
assignations all over the southern hem sphere.

Not far fromfull, the nmottled silver disc of the Mon, its eastern linb winkled with
easily visible nountains, forned a dazzling background to Lagrange Il as ,Auriga” cane to rest a
hundred kil onmeters earthward of the station. She was allowed no closer; the interference produced
by her equiprment, and the glare of her jets, had already affected the sensitive recording
instruments on the satellite. Only ol d-fashioned chem cal rockets were permtted to operate in the
i medi at e nei ghborhood of Lagrange; plasma drives and fusion plants were strictly taboo.

Carrying one snmall case full of clothing, and one large case full of equi prment, Tom Lawson
entered the liner twenty minutes after his departure from Lagrange. The shuttle pilot had refused
to hurry, despite urgings from,Auriga”. The new passenger was greeted wi thout warnth as he came
aboard; he would have been received quite differently had anyone known his m ssion. The Chief
Adm ni strator, however, had ruled that it should be kept secret for the present; he did not w sh
to raise fal se hopes anpbng the relatives of the | ost passengers. The Tourist Conm ssioner had
want ed an i medi ate rel ease, mamintaining that it would prove that they were doing their best, but
O sen had said firmy: "Wait until he produces results. ,Then” you can give sonmething to your
friends in the news agencies."

The order was already too |ate. Aboard ,Auriga”, Maurice Spenser, Bureau Chief of
I nt er phanet News, was on his way to take up his duties in Cavius CGty. He was not sure if this
was a pronotion or denotion from Peking, but it would certainly be a change.

Unlike all the other passengers, he was not in the | east annoyed by the change of course
The delay was on the firms time, and, as an old newsnan, he al ways wel coned the unusual, the
break in the established routine. It was certainly odd for a Mon-bound liner to waste severa
hours and an uni nagi nabl e anbunt of energy to stop at Lagrange, just to pick up a dour-faced young
man with a couple of pieces of baggage. And why the diversion fromdavius to Port Roris? "Top-

I evel instructions fromEarth,"” said the skipper, and seened to be telling the truth when he
di sowned all further know edge. It was a nystery, and nysteries were Spenser's business. He made
one shrewd guess at the reason, and was right--or alnost right--the first tine.

It nmust have something to do with that |ost dust-cruiser there had been such a fuss about
just before he left Earth. This scientist from Lagrange must have sone information about her, or
must be able to assist in the search. But why the secrecy? Perhaps there was sone scandal or
m stake that the Lunar Adm nistration was trying to hush up. The sinple and wholly creditable
reason never occurred to Spenser.

He avoi ded speaking to Lawson during the renainder of the brief trip, and was anmused to
note that the few passengers who tried to strike up a conversation were quickly rebuffed. Spenser
bided his tine, and that tinme canme thirty mnutes before |anding.

It was hardly an accident that he was sitting next to Lawson when the order cane to fasten
seat belts for deceleration. Wth the fifteen Ot her passengers, they sat in the tiny, blackedout
| ounge, hooking at the swiftly approachi ng Moon. Projected on a viewing screen froma lens in the
outer hull, the imge seened sharper and nore brilliant even than in real life. It was as if they
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were inside an ol d-fashioned canera obscura; the arrangenment was much safer than having an actual
observati on wi ndow-a structural hazard that spaceship designers fought against tooth and nail.

That dramatically expandi ng | andscape was a gl orious and unforgettable sight, yet Spenser
could give it only half his attention. He was watching the man beside him his intense aquiline
features barely visible in the reflected light fromthe screen

"Isn't it sonewhere down there," he said, in his nost casual tone of voice, "that the
boat| oad of tourists has just been |ost?"

"Yes," said Tom after a considerabl e del ay.

"I don't know ny way about the Mon. Any idea where they're supposed to be?"

Even the nobst uncooperative of nmen, Spenser had |ong ago discovered, could sel domresist
giving information if you nade it seemthat they were doing you a favor, and gave them a chance of
airing their superior know edge. The trick worked in nine cases out of ten: it worked now with Tom
Lawson.

"They're down there," he said, pointing to the center of the screen. "Those are the
Mount ai ns of | naccessibility; that's the Sea of Thirst all around them"”

Spenser stared, in entirely unsinulated awe, at the sharply etched bl acks and whites of
the nmountains toward which they were falling. He hoped the pilot--human or el ectronic--knew his
job; the ship seened to be coming in very fast. Then he realized that they were drifting toward
the flatter territory on the left of the picture; the nmountains and the curious gray area
surroundi ng themwere sliding away fromthe center of the screen

"Port Roris,"” Tom vol unteered unexpectedly, pointing to a barely visible black mark on the
far left. "That's where we're | anding."

"Well! I'd hate to cone down in those nountains," said Spenser, deternmined to keep the
conversation on target. "They'll never find the poor devils if they're lost in that wilderness.
Anyway, aren't they supposed to be buried under an aval anche?"

Tom gave a superior | augh.

"They' re ,supposed” to be,

"Why--isn't that true?”

Alittle belatedly, Tomrenmenbered his instructions.

"Can't tell you anything nore," he replied in that same snug, cocksure voice.

Spenser dropped the subject; he had al ready | earned enough to convince himof one thing.
Chavius City would have to wait; he had better hang on at Port Roris for a while.

He was even nore certain of this when his envious eyes saw Dr. Tom Lawson cl eared through
Quarantine, Custons, Immigration, and Exchange Control in three mnutes flat.

he sai d.

Had any eavesdropper been listening to the sounds inside ,Selene”, he would have been very
puzzl ed. The cabin was reverberating unmel odi oushy to the sound of twenty-one voices, in alnpbst as
many keys, singing "Happy Birthday to You."

When the din had subsi ded, Conmbdore Hansteen called out: "Anyone el se besides Ms.
WIllians who just remenbered that it's his or her birthday? W know, of course, that sone |adies
like to keep it quiet when they reach a certain age--"

There were no vol unteers, but Duncan MKenzie raised his voice above the general |aughter

"There's a funny thing about birthdays--1 used to win bets at parties with it. Know ng
that there are three hundred and sixty-five days in the year, how |arge a group of people would
you think was needed before you had a fifty-fifty chance that two of them shared the sane
bi rt hday?"

After a brief pause, while the audi ence considered the question, soneone answered: "Wy,
hal f of three hundred and sixty-five, | suppose. Say a hundred and eighty."

"That's the obvious answer--and it's conpletely wong. If you have a group of nore than
twenty-four people, the odds are better than even that two of them have the sane birthday."

"That's ridicul ous! Twenty-four days out of three sixty-five ,can't” give those odds."

"Sorry--it does. And if there are nmore than forty people, nine tines out of ten two of
themw |l have the same birthday. There's a sporting chance that it might work with the twentytwo
of us. What about trying it, Conmodore?"

"Very well. I'Il go round the room and ask each one of you for his date of birth."

"Ch no," protested McKenzie. "People cheat if you do it that way. The dates nust be
witten down, so that nobody knows anyone el se's birthday."

An al nost bl ank page fromone of the tourist guides was sacrificed for this purpose, and
torn up into twenty-two slips. Wien they were collected and read, to everyone's astoni shnent--and
McKenzie's gratification--it turned out that both Pat Harris and Robert Bryan had been born on My
23.
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"Pure luck!" said a skeptic, thus igniting a brisk mathematical argunent anpong half a
dozen of the mal e passengers. The | adies were quite uninterested; either because they did not care
for mathematics or because they preferred to ignore birthdays.

When t he Commmodore decided that this had gone on | ong enough, he rapped for attention

"Ladi es and gentlenen!" he called. "Let's get on with the next itemon our program |'m
pl eased to say that the Entertai nnent Conmittee, consisting of Ms. Schuster and Professor Jaya--
er, Professor J.--has cone up with an idea that should give us sonme amusement. They suggest that
we set up a court and cross-exanm ne everybody here in turn. The object of the court is to find an
answer to this question: Wiy did we conme to the Moon in the first place? O course, sone people

may not want to be exam ned--for all | know, half of you may be on the run fromthe police, or
your wives. You're at liberty to refuse to give evidence, but don't blanme us if we draw t he worst
possi bl e conclusions if you do. Well, what do you think of the idea?"

It was received with fair enthusiasmin sonme quarters and ironic groans of disapproval in
others, but since there was no determ ned opposition, the Commodore went ahead. Al npst
automatically, he was el ected President of the Court; equally automatic was |Irving Schuster's
appoi nt nent as General Counsel.

The front-right pair of seats had been reversed so that it faced toward the rear of the
cruiser. This served as the bench, shared by the President and Counsel. \Wen everyone had settled
down, and the Cerk of the Court (viz. Pat Harris) had called for order, the President nmade a
brief address.

"W are not yet engaged in crimnal proceedings,” he said, keeping his face straight with
sonme difficulty. "This is purely a court of enquiry. If any witness feels that he is being
intimdated by ny | earned coll eague, he can appeal to the Court. WIIl the Cerk call the first
Wit ness?"

"Er--your Honor--who ,is” the first witness?" said the Cerk, reasonably enough

It took ten minutes of discussion anong the Court, |earned Counsel, and argumentative
menbers of the public to settle this inportant point. Finally it was decided to have a ballot, and
the first nane to be produced was David Barrett's.

Smiling slightly, the witness cane forward and took his stand in the narrow space before
t he bench.

Irving Schuster, |ooking and feeling none too |legal in undershirt and underpants, cleared
his throat inpressively.

"Your name is David Barrett?"

"That is correct.”

"Your occupation?”

"Agricultural engineer, retired."

"M. Barrett, will you tell this court exactly why you have cone to the Moon."

"l was curious to see what it was like here and | had the tinme and noney."

Irving Schuster | ooked at Barrett obliquely through his thick glasses; he had al ways found
this had an unsettling effect on witnesses. To wear spectacles was al nost a sign of eccentricity
in this age, but doctors and | awers--especially the ol der ones-still patronized them indeed,
they had cone to synbolize the | egal and nedi cal professions.

"You were 'curious to see what it was like,'" Schuster quoted. "That's no expl anation. Wy
were you curious?"

"I amafraid that question is so vaguely worded that | cannot answer it. Wiy does one do
anyt hi ng?"

Conmodor e Hansteen relaxed with a snile of pleasure. This was just what he wanted--to get
t he passengers arguing and tal king freely about sonething that would be of nutual interest to them

all, but would arouse no passions or controversy. (It mght do that, of course, but it was up to
himto keep order in Court.)
"I admit," continued Counsel, "that my question m ght have been nore specific. | will try

to reframe it."

He thought for a nonent, shuffling his notes. They consisted nerely of sheets from one of
the tourist guides. He had scribbled a few hines of questioning in the margins, but they were
really for effect and reassurance. He had never hiked to stand up in court w thout sonething in
his hand; there were tinmes when a few seconds of imaginary consultation were pricel ess.

"Wuld it be fair to say that 'you were attracted by the Mon's scenic beauties?"

"Yes, that was part of the attraction. | had seen the tourist literature and novies, of
course, and wondered if the reality would live up to it."

"And has it done so?"

"I would say," was the dry answer, "that it has exceeded ny expectations."
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There was general laughter fromthe rest of the conmpany. Conmobdore Hansteen rapped |oudly
on the back of his seat.

"Order!" he called. "If there are any disturbances, | shall have to clear the Court!"

This, as he had intended, started a much | ouder round of |aughter, which he let runits
natural course. When the mirth had di ed down, Schuster continued in his nost "Were were you on
the night of the twenty-second?" tone of voice.

"This is very interesting, M. Barrett. You have cone all the way to the Mpon, at
consi derabl e expense, to hook at the view Tell ne-have you ever seen the G and Canyon?"

"No. Have you?"

"Your Honor!" appeal ed Schuster. "The witness is being unresponsive."

Hanst een | ooked severely at M. Barrett, who did not seemin the | east abashed.

",You” are not conducting this enquiry, M. Barrett. Your job is to answer questions, not
to ask them"

"I beg the Court's pardon, ny Lord," replied the wi tness.

"Er--am1 'ny Lord' ?" said Hansteen uncertainly, turning to Schuster. "I thought | was
"your Honor.'"

The | awyer gave the matter several seconds of sol em thought.

"l suggest--your Honor--that each witness use the procedure to which he is accustoned in
his country. As long as due deference is shown to the Court, that would seemto be sufficient."

"Very well --proceed.”

Schuster turned to his wi tness once nore.

"I would hike to know, M. Barrett, why you found it necessary to visit the Mon while
there was so nuch of Earth that you hadn't seen. Can you give us any valid reason for this
i1l ogical behavior?"

It was a good question, just the sort that would interest everyone, and Barrett was now
maki ng a serious attenpt to answer it.

"I've seen a fair ampunt of Earth," he said slowy, with his precise English accent--
al nost as great a rarity now as Schuster's spectacles. "l've stayed at the Hotel Everest, been to
both Pol es, even gone to the bottom of the Calypso Deep. So | know sonethi ng about our planet.
Let's say it had lost its capacity to surprise ne. The Mon, on the other hand, was conpletely new
-a whole world | ess than twenty-four hours away. | couldn't resist the novelty."

Hansteen listened to the show and careful analysis with only half his mnd. He was
unobt rusi vel y exam ning the audi ence while Barrett spoke. By now he had formed a good picture of
. el ene's” crew and passengers, and had deci ded who could be relied upon, and who woul d give
trouble, if conditions becane bad.

The key man, of course, was Captain Harris. The Conmodore knew his type well; he had net
it so often in space--and nore often still at such training establishments as Astrotech. (Wenever
he made a speech there, it was to a front row of freshly scrubbed and barbered Pat Harrises.) Pat
was a conpetent but unanbitious youngster with nechanical interests who had been | ucky enough to
find a job that suited himperfectly, and which nade no greater denmands upon himthan care and
courtesy. (Attractive |ady passengers, Hansteen was quite certain, would have no conplaints on the
hatter score.) He would be | oyal, conscientious, and uni nmagi native, would do his duty as he saw
it, and in the end would die ganely w thout nmaking a fuss. That was a virtue not possessed by many
far abler men, and it was one they would need badly aboard the cruiser if they were still here
five days from now.

M ss WIkins, the stewardess, was al nbst as inportant as the captain in the schene of
things; she was certainly not the stereotyped space-hostess inmage, all vapid charmand frozen
smle. She was, Hansteen had al ready decided, a young |ady of character and consi derabl e educati on-
-but so, for that natter, were many space hostesses he had known.

Yes, he was lucky with the crew. And what about the passengers? They were considerably
above average, of course; otherw se they would not have been on the Moon in the first place. There
was an inpressive reservoir of brains and talent here inside ,Selene”, but the irony of the
situation was that neither brains nor talent could help them now. Wat was needed was character
fortitude--or, in a blunter word, bravery.

Few nmen in this age ever knew the need for physical bravery. Frombirth to death, they
never cane face to face with danger. The nmen and wonen aboard , Sel ene” had no training for what
| ay ahead, and he could not keep them occupi ed much [ onger with ganes and anmusenents.

Sorme tine in the next twelve hours, he calculated, the first cracks would appear. By then
it would be obvious that sonething was holding up the search parties, and that if they found the
cruiser at all, the discovery might be too hate.

Conmodor e Hansteen glanced swiftly round the cabin. Apart fromtheir scanty clothing and
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slightly unkenpt appearance, all these twenty-one men and wormen were still rational, self-
control | ed menbers of society.
Wi ch, he wondered, would be the first to go?

Chapter 10

Dr. Tom Lawson, so Chi ef Engi neer Lawrence had deci ded, was an exception to the old saying
"To know all is to forgive all." The know edge that the astrononmer had passed a | ovel ess,
institutionalized childhood and had escaped fromhis origins by prodigies of pure intellect, at
the cost of all other human qualities, hel ped one to understand him-but not to like him It was
si ngul ar bad luck, thought Law ence, that he was the only scientist within three hundred thousand
kil oneters who happened to have an infrared detector, and knew how to use it.

He was now sitting in the observer's seat of Duster Two, naking the final adjustnments to
the crude but effective lash-up he had contrived. A camera tripod had been fixed on the canopy of
the ski, and the detector had been nmounted on this, in such a way that it could pan in any
di rection.

It seenmed to be working, but that was hard to tell in this small, pressurized hangar, with
a confused junble of heat sources all around it. The real test could cone only out in the Sea of
Thirst.

"It's ready," said Lawson presently to the Chief Engineer. ne have a word with the man
who's going to run it.”

The C. E.E. |ooked at himthoughtfully, still trying to make up his m nd. There were strong
arguments for and agai nst what he was considering now, but whatever he did, he nust not let his
personal feelings intrude. The matter was far too inportant for that.

"You can wear a space suit, can't you?" he asked Lawson.

"I'"ve never worn one in ny life. They're only needed for going outside--and we | eave that
to the engineers.™

"Well, now you have a chance of learning," said the CEE., ignoring the jibe. (If it was
a jibe; much of Lawson's rudeness, he decided, was indifference to the social graces rather than
defiance of them) "There's not nuch to it, when you're riding a ski. You'll be sitting still in

the observer's seat and the autoregul ator takes care of oxygen, tenperature, and the rest. There's
only one problem-"

"What' s that?"

"How are you for claustrophobia?"

Tom hesitated, not liking to admt any weakness. He had passed the usual space tests, of
course, and suspected--quite rightly”that he had had a very close call on sone of the psych
ratings. Obviously he was not an acute claustrophobe, or he could never have gone aboard a ship.
But a spaceship and a space suit were two very different things.

"I can take it," he said at |ast.

"Don't fool yourself if you can't," Lawrence insisted. "I think you should conme wth us,
but I"'mnot trying to bully you into false heroics. Al | ask is that you nake up your mind before
we | eave the hangar. It may be a little too hate to have second thoughts when we're twenty
kiloneters out to Sea."

Tom | ooked at the ski and bit his lip. The idea of skinming across that infernal |ake of
dust in such a flinsy contrapti on seened crazy--but these nmen did it every day. And if anything
went wong with the detector, there was at |least a slight chance that he could fix it.

"Here's a suit that's your size," said Lawrence. "Try it on-- it may help you to make up
your mnd."

Tom struggled into the flaccid yet crinkly garnment, closed the front zipper, and stood,
still helnetless, feeling rather a fool. The oxygen flask that was buckled to his harness seened
absurdly small, and Law ence noticed his anxi ous gl ance.

"Don't worry; that's nerely the four-hour reserve. You won't be using it at all. The nain
supply's on the ski. Mnd your nose-here cones the hel net."

Tomcould tell, by the expressions of those around him that this was the nmonent that
separated the men fromthe boys. Until that hel met was seated, you were still part of the hunman

race; afterward, you were alone, in a tiny nechanical world of your own. There mnight be other nen
only centineters away, but you had to peer at themthrough thick plastic, talk to them by radio.
You coul d not even touch them except through double layers of artificial skin. Someone had once
witten that it was very lonely to die in a space suit. For the first tine, Tomrealized how true
t hat nust be.
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The Chi ef Engineer's voice sounded suddenly, reverberantly, fromthe tiny speakers set in
the side of the hel met.
"The only control you need worry about is the intercom- that's the panel on your right.

Nornal Iy you'll be connected to your pilot. The circuit will be live all the time you're both on
the ski, so you can talk to each other whenever you feel hike it. But as soon as you di sconnect,
you'll have to use radio-as you're doing nowto listen to ne. Press your Transnit button and talk
back. "

"What's that red Energency button for?" asked Tom after he had obeyed this order.

"You won't need it--1 hope. That actuates a hom ng beacon and sets up a radi o racket unti
soneone cones to find you. Don't touch any of the gadgets on the suit without instructions from us-
-especially that one."

“I won't," promised Tom "Let's go."

He wal ked, rather clunsily--for he was used to neither the suit nor the lunar gravity--
over to Duster Two and took his place in the observer's seat. A single unbilical cord, plugged
i nappropriately into the right hip, connected the suit to the ski's oxygen, communi cations, and
power. The vehicle could keep himalive, though hardly confortable, for three or four days, at a
pi nch.

The little hangar was barely | arge enough for the two dustskis, and it took only a few
nmnutes for the punps to exhaust its air. As the suit stiffened around him Tomfelt a touch of
pani c. The Chief Engineer and two pilots were watching, and he did not wish to give themthe
satisfaction of thinking that he was afraid. No man could help feeling tense when, for the first
time in his life, he went into vacuum

The cl anshel | doors pivoted open. There was a faint tug of ghostly fingers as the | ast
vestige of air gushed out, plucking feebly at his suit before it dispersed into the void. And
then. flat and featureless, the enpty gray of the Sea of Thirst stretched out to the horizon

For a monent it seened inpossible that here, only a few neters away, was the reality
behi nd the i mages he had studied fromfar out in space. (Wo was hooki ng through the
hundredcentinmeter tel escope now? Was one of his coll eagues watching, even at this nmoment, fromhis
vant age poi nt hi gh above the Moon?) But this was no picture painted on a screen by flying
el ectrons; ,this” was the real thing, the strange, anorphous stuff that had swall owed twenty-two
men and wonmen wi thout trace. And across which he, Tom Lawson, was about to venture on this
i nsubstantial craft.

He had little tine to brood. The ski vibrated beneath himas the fans started to spin;
then, following Duster One, it glided slowy out onto the naked surface of the Moon.

The low rays of the rising sun snote them as soon as they energed fromthe | ong shadow of
the Port buildings. Even with the protection of the automatic filters, it was dangerous to | ook
toward the blue-white fury in the eastern sky. No, Tomcorrected hinself, this is the Mon, not
Earth; here the sun rises in the west. So we're heading northeast, into the Sinus Roris, along the
track , Sel ene” foll owed and never retraced.

Now t hat the | ow dones of the Port were shrinking visibly toward the horizon, he felt
sonet hing of the exhilaration and excitenent of all forns of speed. The sensation lasted only for
a few minutes, until no nore | andmarks could be seen and they were caught in the illusion of being
poi sed at the very center of an infinite plain. Despite the turnoil of the spinning fans, and the
slow, silent fall of the dust parabolas behind them they seened to be notionless. Tom knew t hat
they were traveling at a speed that would take them clear across the Sea in a couple of hours, yet
he had to westle with the fear that they were lost light-years fromany hope of salvation. It was
at this nonment that he began, a little late in the gane, to feel a grudging respect for the nen he
was wor ki ng wth.

This was a good place to start checking his equi pnment. He switched on the detector, and
set it scanning back and forth over the enptiness they had just crossed. Wth cal msatisfaction
he noted the two blinding trails of light stretching behind them across the darkness of the Sea.
This test, of course, was childishly easy; ,Selene's” fading thermal ghost would be a nillion
times harder to spot against the waxi ng heat of dawn. But it was encouraging. If he had failed
here, there woul d have been no point in continuing any further

"How s it working?" said the Chief Engineer, who nust have been watching fromthe other
ski .

"Up to specification," replied Tomcautiously. "It seens to be behaving normally." He
aimed the detector at the shrinking crescent of Earth; that was a slightly nore difficult target,
but not a really hard one, for it needed little sensitivity to pick up the gentle warnth of the
not her world when it was projected against the cold night of space.

Yes, there it was--Earth in the far infrared, a strange and at first glance baffling
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sight. For it was no longer a clean-cut, geonetrically perfect crescent, but a ragged rmushroom
with its stemlying al ong the equator.

It took Toma few seconds to interpret the picture. Both Poles had been chopped off. That
was understandable, for they were too cold to be detected at this setting of the sensitivity. But
why that bul ge across the unillum nated night side of the planet? Then he realized that he was
seeing the warm gl ow of the tropical oceans, radiating back into the darkness the heat that they
had stored during the day. In the infrared, the equatorial night was nore brilliant than the pol ar
day.

It was a rem nder of the fact, which no scientist should ever forget, that human senses
perceived only a tiny, distorted picture of the Universe. Tom Lawson had never heard of Plato's
anal ogy of the chained prisoners in the cave, watching shadows cast upon a wall and trying to
deduce fromthemthe realities of the external world. But here was a denonstration that Plato
woul d have appreciated: Wiich Earth was "real "? The perfect crescent visible to the eye, the
tattered nushroomglowing in the far infrared--or neither?

The office was snmall, even for Port Roris--which was purely a transit station between
Eart hsi de and Farside, and a junp. ing-off point for tourists to the Sea of Thirst. (Not that any
| ooked like junmping off in that direction for some tinme.) The Port had had a brief nmonent of glory
thirty years before, as the base used by one of the Mwon's few successful crimnals-- Jerry
Budker, who had nade a snall fortune dealing in fake pieces of Lunik Il. He was hardly as exciting
as Robin Hood or Billy the Kid, but he was the best that the Moon could offer

Maurice Spenser was rather glad that Port Roris was such a quiet little one-dome town,

t hough he suspected that it would not stay quiet nuch | onger, especially when his colleagues at
Clavius woke up to the fact that an I.N. Bureau Chief was |ingering here unaccountably, and not
hurrying southward to the lights of the big (pop. 52,647) city. A guarded cable to Earth had taken
care of his superiors, who would trust his judgnent and woul d guess the story he was after. Sooner
or later, the conpetition would guess it, too--but by that tinme, he hoped to be well ahead.

The nan he was conferring with was ,Auriga's” still-disgruntled skipper, who had just
spent a conplicated and unsatisfactory hour on the tel ephone with his agents at Cavius, trying to
arrange transshi pment of his cargo. Mlver, MDonald, Macarthy and McCul | och, Ltd. seenmed to think
it was his fault that ,Auriga” had put down at Roris. In the end, he had hung up after telling
themto sort it out with the head office. Since it was now early Sunday norning in Edinburgh, this
shoul d hold themfor a while.

Captain Anson nellowed a little after the second whisky; a man who could find Johnnie
Wal ker in Port Roris was worth knowi ng, and he asked Spenser how he had nanaged it.

"The power of the press,"” said the other with a laugh. "A reporter never reveals his
sources; if he did, he wouldn't stay in business for long."

He opened his brief case, and pulled out a sheaf of nmaps and phot os.

"I had an even bigger job getting these at such short notice--and |I'd be obliged, Captain,
if you would say nothing at all about this to anyone. It's extrenely confidential, at least for
t he nmonent."

"Of course. What's it about--"Sel ene?”"

"So you guessed that, too? You're right. It may come to nothing, but I want to be
prepared.”

He spread one of the photos across the desk. It was a view of the Sea of Thirst, fromthe
standard series issued by the Lunar Survey and taken fromlowaltitude reconnai ssance satellites.
Though this was an afternoon photograph, and the shadows thus pointed in the opposite direction
it was alnost identical with the view Spenser had had just before | anding. He had studied it so
closely that he now knew it by heart.

"The Mountains of Inaccessibility," he said. "They rise very steeply out of the Sea to an
altitude of alnmost two thousand neters. That dark oval is Crater Lake--"

"Where , Sel ene” was | ost?"

"Where she may be lost: there's now sonme doubt about that. Qur sociable young friend from
Lagrange has evidence that she's actually gone down in the Sea of Thirst--round about this area.
In that case, the people inside her nmay be alive. And in ,that” case, Captain, there's going to be
one hell of a salvage operation only a hundred kil oneters fromhere. Port Roris will be the
bi ggest new center in the solar system"”

"Phew! So that's your gane. But where do | cone in?"

Once agai n Spenser placed his finger on the map
"Ri ght here, Captain. | want to charter your ship. And I want you to land nme, with a
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caneraman and two hundred kilos of TV equipnment, on the western wall of the Muntains of
I naccessibility."

"I have no further questions, your Honor," said Counsel Schuster, sitting down abruptly.

"Very well," replied Cormpdore Hansteen. "I nust order the witness not to | eave the
jurisdiction of the Court."

Am d general laughter, David Barrett returned to his seat. He had put on a good
per fonnance; though nost of his replies had been serious and thoughtful, they had been enlivened
with flashes of hunmor and had kept the audience continuously interested. If all the other
wi t nesses were equally forthcom ng, that woul d solve the problemof entertainnment, for as |long as
it had to be solved. Even if they used up all the nmenories of four lifetines in every day--a
conplete inpossibility, of course--soneone would still be tal king when the oxygen contai ner gave
its |last gasp.

Hanst een | ooked at his watch. There was still an hour to go before their frugal |unch
They could revert to Shane, or start (despite Mss Mrley's objections) on that preposterous
historical novel. But it seenmed a pity to break off now, while everyone was in a receptive npod

"If you all feel the sane way about it," said the Cormodore, "I'Il call another w tness."

“I"lIl second that" was the quick reply fromBarrett, who now considered hinself safe from
further inquisition. Even the poker players were in favor, so the Cerk of the Court pulled
anot her name out of the coffeepot in which the ballot papers had been mni xed.

He | ooked at it with some surprise, and hesitated before reading it out.

"What's the matter?" said the Court. "Is it ,your” nanme?"

"Er--no,"” replied the Cerk, glancing at | earned Counsel with a m schievous grin. He
cleared his throat and called: "Ms. Myra Schuster!"

“Your Honor--1 object!" Ms. Schuster rose slowy, a form dable figure even though she had
lost a kilogramor two since |leaving Port Roris. She pointed to her husband, who | ooked
enbarrassed and tried to hide behind his notes. "Is it fair for ,hinf to ask me questions?"

"I'mwilling to stand down," said Irving Schuster, even before the Court could say
"obj ection sustained."

"I am prepared to take over the exam nation,"” said the Comopbdore, though his expression
rather belied this. "But is there anyone el se who feels qualified to do so?"

There was a short silence; then, to Hansteen's surprised relief, one of the poker players
st ood up.

"Though I'm not a | awer, your Honor, | have some slight |egal experience. I'mwlling to
assist.”

"Very good, M. Harding. ,Your” wtness."

Hardi ng took Schuster's place at the front of the cabin, and surveyed his captive
audi ence. He was a well-built, tough-looking man who sonehow did not fit his own description, that
he was a bank executive. Hansteen had wondered, fleetingly, if this was the truth.

"“Your name is Myra Schuster?"

"Yes."

"And what, Ms. Schuster, are you doing on the Mon?"

The w tness snil ed.

"That's an easy one to answer. They told me I'd weigh only twenty kilos here-so | cane."

"For the record, why did you want to weigh twenty kil os?"

M's. Schuster |ooked at Harding as if he had said sonething very stupid.

"I used to be a dancer once," she said, and her voice was suddenly wi stful, her expression
faraway. "I gave that up, of course, when | nmarried Irving."

"Way 'of course,' Ms. Schuster?"

The witness gl anced at her husband, who stirred a little uneasily, |ooked as if he m ght
rai se an objection, but then thought better of it.

"Ch, he said it wasn't dignified. And | guess he was right-- the kind of dancing ,1” used
to do."

This was too much for M. Schuster. He shot to his feet, ignoring the Court conpletely,
and protested: "Really, Myra! There's no need--"

"Ch, vector it out, Irv!" she answered, the incongruously ol df ashi oned sl ang bringi ng back
a faint whiff of the nineties. "Wat does it matter now? Let's stop acting and be oursel ves. |
don't mnd these fol ks knowing that | used to dance at the 'Blue Asteroid --or that you got ne off
t he hook when the cops raided the place."

I rving subsided, spluttering, while the Court dissolved in a roar of l|aughter which his
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Honor did nothing to quell. This release of tensions was precisely what he had hoped for; when
peopl e were | aughi ng, they could not be afraid.

And he began to wonder still nore about M. Harding, whose casual yet shrewd questioning
had brought this about. For a nan who said he was not a |lawer, he was doing pretty well. It would

be interesting to see how he perforned in the witness box, when it was Schuster's turn to ask the
questi ons.

Chapter 11

At |ast there was sonething to break the featureless flatness of the Sea of Thirst. Atiny
but brilliant splinter of light had edged itself above the horizon, and as the dust-skis raced
forward, it slowy clinbed against the stars. Now it was joined by another--and a third. The peaks
of the Mountains of Inaccessibility were rising over the edge of the Mon

As usual, there was no way of judging their distance; they nmight have been small rocks a
few paces away, or not part of the Moon at all, but a giant, jagged world, mllions of kiloneters
out in space. Inreality, they were fifty kilometers distant; the dust-skis would be there in half
an hour.

Tom Lawson | ooked at them wi th thankful ness. Now there was sonmething to occupy his eyes
and mnd; he felt he would have gone crazy if he had had to stare at this apparently infinite
plain for nuch |l onger. He was annoyed with hinself for being so illogical. He knew that the
horizon was really very close and that the whole Sea was only a small part of the Moon's quite
limted surface. Yet as he sat here in his space suit, apparently getting nowhere, he was ren nded
of those horrible dreans in which you struggled with all your might to escape fromsone frightfu
peril but remained stuck helplessly in the same place. Tom often had such dreans, and worse ones.

But now he coul d see that they were making progress, and that their |ong, black shadow was
not frozen to the ground, as it sometines seenmed. He focused the detector on the rising peaks, and
obtained a strong reaction. As he had expected, the exposed rocks were alnbst at boiling point
where they faced the sun. Though the lunar day had barely started, the Muntains were already
burning. It was nuch cool er down here at "Sea" |evel. The surface dust would not reach its nmaxi mum
tenperature until noon, still seven days away. That was one of the biggest points in his favor
though the day had al ready begun, he still had a sporting chance of detecting any faint source of
heat before the full fury of the day had overwhelned it.

Twenty minutes later, the nountains dom nated the sky, and the skis sl owed down to half-

speed.

"W don't want to overrun their track," explained Lawence. "If you look carefully, just
bel ow t hat doubl e peak on the right, you'll see a dark vertical line. Got it?"

"Yes."

"That's the gorge leading to Crater Lake. The patch of heat you detected is three
kilometers to the west of it, soit's still out of sight fromhere, bel ow our horizon. Which

direction do you want to approach fron?"

Lawson t hought this over. It would have to be fromthe north or the south. If he came in
fromthe west, he would have those burning rocks in his field of view, the eastern approach was
even nore inpossible, for that would be into the eye of the rising sun

"Swing round to the north,” he said. "And let ne know when we're within two kil onmeters of
the spot."

The skis accel erated once nore. Though there was no hope of detecting anything yet, he
started to scan back and forth over the surface of the Sea. This whol e m ssion was based upon one
assunption: that the upper layers of dust were nornmally at a uniformtenperature, and that any
thermal di sturbance was due to nman. If this was wong--

It was wong. He had miscal culated conmpletely. On the view ng screen, the Sea was a
mottl ed pattern of I|ight and shade, or, rather, of warnth and col dness. The tenperature
differences were only fractions of a degree, but the picture was hopel essly confused. There was no
possibility at all of locating any individual source of heat in that thernmal naze.

Sick at heart, Tom Lawson | ooked up fromthe view ng screen and stared incredul ously
across the dust. To the unaided eye, it was still absolutely featurel ess--the sane unbroken gray
it had al ways been. But by infrared, it was as dappled as the sea during a cloudy day on Earth,
when the waters are covered with shifting patterns of sunlight and shadow.

Yet there were no clouds here to cast their shadows on this arid sea; this dappling nust
have sone other cause. Whatever it mght be, Tomwas too stunned to | ook for the scientific
expl anation. He had cone all the way to the Moon, had risked neck and sanity on this crazy ride--
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and at the end of it all, sone quirk of nature had ruined his carefully planned experinent. It was
the worst possible luck, and he felt very sorry for hinself.
Several mnutes later, he got around to feeling sorry for the people aboard , Sel ene”

"So," said the skipper of the ,Auriga”, with exaggerated calm "you would like to [and on
the Mountains of Inaccessibility. That's a verra interesting idea."

It was obvious to Spenser that Captain Anson had not taken him seriously; he probably
t hought he was dealing with a crazy newsman who had no conception of the problens involved. That
woul d have been correct twelve hours before, when the whole plan was only a vague dreamin
Spenser's mnd. But now he had all the information at his fingertips, and knew exactly what he was
doi ng.

"I've heard you boast, Captain, that you could land this ship within a neter of any given
point. Is that right?"

"Well--with alittle help fromthe conputer.”

"That's good enough. Now take a | ook at this photograph”

"What is it? G asgow on a wet Saturday night?"

“"I"'mafraid it's badly over enlarged, but it shows all we want to know. It's a bl owup of
this area--just bel ow the western peak of the Muntains. |I'Il have a nuch better copy in a few
hours, and an accurate contour map--Lunar Survey's drawi ng one now, working fromthe photos in
their files. My point is that there's a wi de | edge here--w de enough for a dozen ships to | and.
And it's fairly flat, at |least at these points here, and here. So a | anding woul d be no probl em at
all, fromyour point of view"

"No ,technical” problem perhaps. But have you any idea what it would cost?"

"That's my affair, Captain--or nmy network's. W think it nay be worthwhile, if ny hunch
comes off."

Spenser coul d have said a good deal nore, but it was bad business to show how rnuch you
needed soneone else's wares. This mght well be the news story of the decade-the first space
rescue that had ever taken place literally under the eyes of the TV caneras. There had been enough
accidents and disasters in space, heaven knows, but they had | acked all elenents of drama or
suspense. Those involved had died instantly, or had been beyond all hope of rescue when their
predi canent was di scovered. Such tragedi es produced headlines, but not sustained human-interest
stories like the one he sensed here.

"There's not only the noney," said the Captain, though his tone inplied that there were
few matters of greater inportance. "Even if the owners agree, you'll have to get special clearance
from Space Control, Earthside."

"l know, sonmeone is working on it now. That can be organized."

"And what about Lloyd' s? Qur policy doesn't cover little jaunts like this."

Spenser | eaned across the table, and prepared to drop his city-buster

"Captain," he said slowy, "Interplanet News is prepared to deposit a bond for the insured
val ue of the ship-which | happen to know is a sonmewhat inflated six mllion four hundred and
twenty-five thousand and fifty sterling dollars.”

Captain Anson blinked twi ce, and his whole attitude changed i medi ately. Then, | ooking
very thoughtful, he poured hinself another drink

"I never imagined |I'd take up nountaineering at my tine of life," he said. "But if you're
fool enough to plonk down six mllion stollars--then ny heart's in the highlands."

To the great relief of her husband, Ms. Schuster's evidence had been interrupted by
I unch. She was a tal kative |ady, and was obviously delighted at the first opportunity she had had
in years of letting her hair down. Her career, such as it was, had not been particularly
di stingui shed when fate and the Chicago police had brought it to a sudden close, but she had
certainly got around, and had known nmany of the great performers at the turn of the century. To
not a few of the ol der passengers, her reniniscences brought back nenories of their own youth, and
faint echoes fromthe songs of the nineteen-nineties. At one point, wthout any protest fromthe
Court, she led the entire conmpany in a rendering of that durable favorite, "Space-suit Blues." As
a noral e-buil der, the Commpbdore decided, Ms. Schuster was worth her weight in gold--and that was
sayi ng a good deal

After lunch (which sone of the slower eaters nanaged to stretch to half an hour, by
chewi ng each nmouthful fifty tinmes) book-reading was resuned, and the agitators for ,The Orange and
the Apple” finally got their way. Since the thene was English, it was decided that M. Barrett was
the only man for the job. He protested with vigor, but all his objections were shouted down.

"Ch, very well,"” he said reluctantly. "Here we go. Chapter One. Drury Lane. 1665 . . ."
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The author certainly wasted no tine. Wthin three pages, Sir |saac Newton was expl aining
the Iaw of gravitation to Mstress Gwn, who had already hinted that she would |like to do
something in return. What formthat appreciation would take, Pat Harris could readily guess, but
duty called him This entertainment was for the passengers; the crew had work to do.

"There's still one energency |ocker |'ve not opened," said Mss WIkins as the air-1|ock
door thudded softly behind them shutting off M. Barrett's carefully clipped accents. "W're | ow
on crackers and jam but the conmpressed neat is holding out."

“I"'mnot surprised," answered Pat. "Everyone seenms to be getting sick of it. Let's see
those inventory sheets.”

The stewardess handed over the typed sheets, now nmuch annotated with pencil narks.

"We'll start with this box. Wiat's inside it?"

"Soap and paper towels."

"Well, we can't eat them And this one?"

"Candy. | was saving it for the cel ebration--when they find us."

"That's a good idea, but I think you m ght break sone of it out this evening. One piece
for every passenger, as a nightcap. And this?"

"A thousand cigarettes."

"Make sure that no one sees them | w sh you hadn't told nme." Pat grinned wyly at Sue and
passed on to the next item It was fairly obvious that food was not going to be a major problem
but they had to keep track of it. He knew the ways of Administration; after they were rescued,
sooner or |later some human or electronic clerk would insist on a strict accounting of all the food
that had been used.

~After they were rescued”. Did he really believe that this was going to happen? They had
been lost for nore than two days, and there had not been the slightest sign that anyone was
| ooking for them He was not sure what signs there could be, but he had expected sone.

He stood brooding in silence, until Sue asked anxiously: "Wat's the trouble, Pat? Is
sonet hi ng wr ong?"

"Ch, no," he said sarcastically. "W' |l be docking at Base in five minutes. It's been a
pl easant trip, don't you think?"

Sue stared at himincredulously; then a flush spread over her cheeks, and her eyes began
to brimwith tears.

"I"'msorry," said Pat, instantly contrite. "I didn't nmean that. It's been a big strain for
us both, and you've been wonderful. | don't know what we'd have done w thout you, Sue."

She dabbed her nose with a handkerchief, gave a brief snmile, and answered: "That's al
right; | understand." They were both silent for a nonent. Then she added: "Do you really think

we're going to get out of this?"

He gave a gesture of hel pl essness.

"Who can tell? Anyway, for the sake of the passengers, we've got to appear confident. W
can be certain that the whole Mon's |ooking for us. | can't believe it will take much |onger."

"But even if they find us, how are they going to get us out?"

Pat's eyes wandered to the external door, only a few centineters away. He could touch it
without nmoving fromthis spot; indeed, if he inmmobilized the safety interlock, he could open it,
for it swng inward. On the other side of that thin nmetal sheet were unknown tons of dust that
woul d conme pouring in, like water into a sinking ship, if there was the slightest crack through
whi ch they could enter. How far above them was the surface? That was a problemthat had worried
hi m ever since they had gone under, but there seened no way of finding out.

Nor could he answer Sue's question. It was hard to think beyond the possibility of being
found. If that happened, then surely rescue would follow The human race would not |et them die,
once it had discovered them alive.

But this was wi shful thinking, not [ogic. Hundreds of tines in the past, men and wonen had
been trapped as they were now, and all the resources of great nations had been unable to save
them There were the miners behind rockfalls, sailors in sunken submarines--and, above all
astronauts in ships on wild orbits, beyond possibility of interception. Oten they had been able
to talk freely with their friends and relatives until the very end. That had happened only two
years ago, when ,Cassiopeia s” nmain drive had janmmed, and all her energi es had been poured into
hurling her away fromthe sun. She was out there now, heading toward Canopus, on one of the nost
preci sely neasured orbits of any space vehicle. The astronomers would be able to pinpoint her to
within a few thousand kiloneters for the next mllion years. That nust have been a great
consol ation to her crew, nowin a tonb nore permanent than any Pharaoh's.

Pat tore his mnd away fromthis singularly profitless reverie. Their luck had not yet run
out, and to anticipate disaster mght be to invite it.
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"Let's hurry up and finish this inventory. | want to hear how Nell is making out with Sir
| saac. "

That was a much nore pleasant train of thought, especially when you were standing so cl ose
to a very attractive and scantily dressed girl. In a situation like this, thought Pat, wonen had
one great advantage over men. Sue still looked fairly smart, despite the fact that nothing much
was left of her uniformin this tropical heat. But he, like all the nmen aboard ,Selene”, felt
scratchily unconfortable with his three days' growh of beard, and there was absolutely nothing he
could do about it.

Sue did not seemto mnd the stubble, though, when he abandoned the pretense of work and
nmoved up so close that his bristles rubbed agai nst her cheek. On the other hand, she did not show
any enthusiasm She nerely stood there, in front of the half-enpty |ocker, as if she had expected
this and was not in the least surprised. It was a disconcerting reaction, and after a few seconds
Pat drew away

"l suppose you think I'man unscrupul ous wol f,'
like this.”

"Not particularly,"” Sue answered. She gave a rather tired laugh. "It nmakes ne glad to know
that 1'mnot slipping. No girl ever mnds a man ,starting” to nmake approaches. It's when he won't
stop that she gets annoyed."

"Do you want ne to stop?”

"W're not in love, Pat. To me, that's rather inmportant. Even now. "

he said, "trying to take advantage of you

"Wuld it still be inmportant if you knew we won't get out of this?"

Her forehead winkled in concentration

“I"mnot sure--but you said yourself we've got to assune that they'll find us. If we
don't, then we nmight as well give up right away."

"Sorry," said Pat. "I don't want you under those terms. | |ike you too nuch, for one

thing."

"I"'mglad to hear that. You know |'ve always enjoyed working with you--there were plenty
of other jobs | could have transferred to."

"Bad luck for you," Pat answered, "that you didn't." His brief gust of desire, triggered
by proximty, solitude, scanty clothing, and sheer enotional strain, had al ready evaporated.

“"Now you' re being pessimstic again," said Sue. "You know, that's your big trouble. You
I et things get you down. And you won't assert yourself; anyone can push you around."

Pat | ooked at her with nore surprise than annoyance.

"I"d no idea,"” he said, "that you' d been busy psyching ne."

"I haven't. But if you're interested in soneone, and work with him how can you hel p
| ear ni ng about hi n?"

"Well, | don't believe that people push ne around."

"No? Who's running this ship now?"

"I'f you nmean the Commodore, that's different. He's a thousand tinmes better qualified to
take charge than I am And he's been absolutely correct about it--he's asked nmy perm ssion al
along the line."

"He doesn't bother now. Anyway, that's not the whole point. Aren't you ,glad” he's taken

over ?"
Pat thought about this for several seconds. Then he | ooked at Sue with grudgi ng respect.
"Maybe you're right. I've never cared to throw my wei ght about, or assert ny authority--if
I have any. | guess that's why I'mdriver of a Mon bus, not skipper of a space liner. It's a

little late to do anything about it now"

“You're not thirty yet."

"Thank you for those kind words. I'mthirty-two. W Harrises retain our youthful good
| ooks well into old age. It's usually all we have left by then."

"Thirty-two--and no steady girl friend?"

Ha! thought Pat, there are several things you don't know about ne. But there was no point
in mentioning Clarissa and her little apartnent in Copernicus City, which now seenmed so far away.
(And how upset is darissa right now? he wondered. Which of the boys is busy consoling her?
Perhaps Sue is right, after all. | don't have a ,steady” girl friend. | haven't had one since
Yvonne, and that was five years ago. No, nmy God-- seven years ago.)

"I believe there's safety in nunbers,” he said. "One of these days I'll settle down."

"Perhaps you'll still be saying that when you're forty--or fifty. There are so nany
spacenen |ike that. They haven't settled down when it's tinme to retire, and then it's too |ate.
Look at the Commodore, for exanple."

"What about hin® |'m beginning to get a little tired of the subject.”
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"He's spent all his life in space. He has no famly, no children. Earth can't mean rmuch to
him-he's spent so little rime there. He nust have felt quite | ost when he reached the age limt.
Thi s acci dent has been a godsend to hin he's really enjoying hinself now"

"Good for him he deserves it. |I'Il be happy if I've done a tenth as nuch as he has when
I've reached his age--which doesn't seemvery likely at the nonent."
Pat becane aware that he was still holding the inventory sheets; he had forgotten al

about them They were a reminder of their dw ndling resources, and he | ooked at themwth

di st aste.
"Back to work," he said. "W have to think of the passengers.”
"I'f we stay here nuch longer," replied Sue, "the passengers will start thinking of us."
She spoke nore truthfully than she had guessed.

Chapter 12

Dr. Lawson's silence, the Chief Engineer decided, had gone on | ong enough. It was high
time to resume comuni cation.

"Everything all right, Doctor?" he asked in his friendliest voice.

There was a short, angry bark, but the anger was directed at the Universe, not at him

"It won't work," Lawson answered bitterly. "The heat image is too confused. There are
dozens of hot spots, not just the one | was expecting."

"Stop your ski. I'll cone over and have a | ook."

Duster Two slid to a halt; Duster One eased up beside it until the two vehicles were
al nost touching. Moving with surprising ease despite the encunbrance of his space suit, Law ence
swung hinmself fromone to the other and stood, gripping the supports of the overhead canopy,
behi nd Lawson. He peered over the astrononer's shoul der at the inage on the infrared converter

"I see what you nean; it's a ness. But why was it uniformwhen you took your photos?"

"It must be a sunrise effect. The Sea's warning up, and for some reason it's not heating
at the sane rate everywhere."

"Perhaps we can still nmake sense out of the pattern. | notice that there are sone fairly
cl ear areas--there nust be an explanation for them |f we understood what's happening, it night
hel p. "

Tom Lawson stirred hinmself with a great effort. The brittle shell of his self-confidence
had been shattered by this unexpected setback, and he was very tired. He had had little sleep in
the I ast two days, he had been hurried fromsatellite to spaceship to Mon to dust-ski, and after
all that, his science had failed him

"There coul d be a dozen explanations," he said dully. "This dust |ooks uniform but there
may be patches with different conductivities. And it nust be deeper in some places than in others;
that would alter the heat flow "

Law ence was still staring at the pattern on the screen, trying to relate it to the visua
scene around hi m

"Just a minute," he said. "I think you've got sonething." He called to the pilot. "How
deep is the dust around here?"

"Nobody knows; the Sea's never been sounded properly. But it's very shallowin these parts-
-we're near the northern edge. Sonetines we take out a fan blade on a reef.”

"As shallow as ,that?” Well, there's your answer. If there's rock only a few centineters
bel ow us, anything could happen to the heat pattern. Ten to one you'll find the picture getting
simpl er again when we're clear of these shoals. This is only a | ocal effect, caused by
irregularities just underneath us."

"Perhaps you're right," said Tom reviving slightly. "If ,Selene” has sunk, she nust be in
an area where the dust's fairly deep. You're ,sure” it's shallow here?"

"Let's find out; there's a twenty-meter probe on ny ski."

A single section of the tel escoping rod was enough to prove the point. Wen Law ence drove
it into the dust, it penetrated | ess than two neters before hitting an obstruction

"How nmany spare fans have we got?" he asked thoughtfully.

"Four--two conplete sets,"” answered the pilot. "But when we hit a rock, the cotter pin
shears through and the fans aren't danaged. Anyway, they're made of rubber; usually they just bend

back. 1've only lost three in the |ast year. ,Selene” took out one the other day, and Pat Harris
had to go outside and replace it. Gave the passengers some excitenent."”
"Right--let's start nmoving again. Head for the gorge; |I've a theory that it continues out

underneath the Sea, so the dust will be nuch deeper there. If it is, your picture should start
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getting sinpler, alnost at once."

Wt hout much hope, Tom watched the patterns of |ight and shade fl ow across the screen. The
skis were nmoving quite slowy now, giving himtinme to analyze the picture. They had travel ed about
two kilonmeters when he saw that Lawrence had been perfectly right.

The nottlings and dapplings had begun to di sappear; the confused junble of warnth and
cool ness was merging into uniformty. The screen was beconing a flat gray as the tenperature
vari ations snoot hed thensel ves out. Beyond question, the dust was swiftly deepening beneath them

The know edge that his equi pnent was effective once nore should have gratified Tom but it
had al nost the opposite result. He could think only of the hidden depths above which he was
floating, supported on the nost treacherous and unstabl e of nedi uns. Beneath hi mnow there m ght
be gulfs reaching far down into the Moon's nysterious heart; at any noment they mght swallow the
dust-ski, as already they had swal |l owed , Sel ene”.

He felt as if he were tightrope wal king across an abyss, or feeling his way al ong a narrow
pat h t hrough a quaki ng qui cksand. Al his life he had been uncertain of hinself, and had known
security and confidence only through his technical skills--never at the |evel of persona
rel ations. Now the hazards of his present position were reacting upon those inner fears. He felt a
desperate need for solidity, for sonmething firmand stable to which he could cling.

Over there were the nmountains, only three kil oneters away--nmassive, eternal, their roots
anchored in the Moon. He | ooked at the sunlit sanctuary of those high peaks as longingly as sone
Paci fic castaway, hel pless upon a drifting raft, mght have stared at an island passing just
beyond his reach

Wth all his heart, he wished that Lawence would | eave this treacherous, insubstantia
ocean of dust for the safety of the land. "Head for the nountains!" he found hinsel f whispering.
"Head for the nmountains!"

There is no privacy in a space suit--when the radio is switched on. Fifty neters away,
Law ence heard that whisper and knew exactly what it neant.

One does not becone Chief Engineer for half a world w thout |earning as nmuch about men as
about machines. | took a calculated risk, thought Lawence, and it looks as if it hasn't come off.
But | won't give in without a fight; perhaps | can still defuse this psychological tine bonb
before it goes off.

Tom never noticed the approach of the second ski; he was already too lost in his own
ni ght mare. But suddenly he was being violently shaken, so violently that his forehead banged
against the lower rimof his helnmet. For a nonent his vision was blinded by tears of pain; then
with anger--yet at the sanme tine with an inexplicable feeling of relief--he found hinself | ooking
straight into the determ ned eyes of Chief Engineer Lawence, and listening to his voice
reverberate fromthe suit speakers.

"That's enough of this nonsense," said the CE.E. "And I'I|l trouble you not to be sick in
one of our space suits. Every tine that happens it costs us five hundred stollars to put it back
into comi ssion--and even then it's never quite the same again."

"I wasn't going to be sick--" Tom managed to nutter. Then he realized that the truth was
much worse, and felt grateful to Lawence for his tact. Before he could add anything nore, the
ot her continued, speaking firmy but nore gently: "No one el se can hear us, Tom-we're on the suit
circuit now. So listen to ne, and don't get nmad. | know a | ot about you, and | know you've had a
hell of a rough deal fromlife. But you've got a brain--a danm good brain--so don't waste it by
behaving like a scared kid. Sure, we're all scared kids at some tinme or other, but this isn't the
time for it. There are twenty-two |ives depending on you. In five mnutes, we'll settle this
busi ness one way or the other. So keep your eye on that screen, and forget about everything el se
I"lI'l get you out of here all right-- don't you worry about ,that”."

Law ence sl apped the suit--gently, this time--without taking his eyes off the young
scientist's stricken face. Then, with a vast feeling of relief, he saw Lawson slowy rel ax.

For a monent the astrononmer sat quite notionless, obviously in full control of hinmself but
apparently listening to sonme inner voice. What was it telling hin? wondered Law ence. Perhaps that
he was part of mankind, even though it had condemmed himto that unspeakabl e orphans' hone when he
was a child. Perhaps that, sonmewhere in the world, there mght be a person who could care for him
and who woul d break through the ice that had encrusted his heart.

It was a strange little tableau, here on this mrror-snmoth plain between the Muntains of
I naccessibility and the rising sun. Like ships becal med on a dead and stagnant sea, Duster One and
Duster Two floated side by side, their pilots playing no part in the conflict of wills that had
just taken place, though they were dimMy aware of it. No one watching froma distance could have
guessed the issues that had been at stake, the lives and destinies that had trenbled in the
bal ance; and the two nen invol ved would never talk of it again.
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I ndeed, they were already concerned with sonmething else. For in the sane instant, they had
bot h becorme aware of a highly ironic situation.

All the tine they had been standing there, so intent upon their own affairs that they had
never | ooked at the screen of the infrared scanner, it had been patiently holding the picture they
sought .

When Pat and Sue had conpleted their inventory and energed fromthe air-lock galley, the
passengers were still far back in Restoration England. Sir Isaac's brief physics |ecture had been
foll owed, as night easily have been predicted, by a considerably |onger anatony |esson from Nel
Gmwn. The audi ence was thoroughly enjoying itself, especially as Barrett's English accent was now
going full blast.

"'"Forsooth, Sir |lsaac, you are indeed a man of great know edge. Yet, nethinks there is
much that a worman mi ght teach you."

"'"And what is that, ny pretty naid?"

"*'Mstress Nell blushed shyly.

"'"l fear," she sighed, "that you have given your life to the things of the mind. You have
forgotten, Sir Isaac, that the body, also, has much strange wi sdom"

“*"Call me 'lke,'" said the sage huskily, as his clumsy fingers tugged at the fastenings
of her bl ouse.

"'"Not here--in the palace!™ Nell protested, naking no effort to hold himat bay. "The
King will be back soon!"

"'"Do not alarmyourself, ny pretty one. Charles is roistering with that scribbler Pepys.
W'l |l see naught of himtonight--"""

If we ever get out of here, thought Pat, we nust send a letter of thanks to the seventeen-
year-ol d schoolgirl on Mars who is supposed to have witten this nonsense. She's keeping everyone
anused, and that's all that matters now

No; there was soneone who was definitely ,not” anused. He becane unconfortably aware that
Mss Mirley was trying to catch his eye. Recalling his duties as skipper, he turned toward her and
gave her a reassuring but rather strained snile.

She did not return it; if anything, her expression becane even nore forbidding. Slowy and
quite deliberately, she | ooked at Sue WIkins and then back at him

There was no need for words. She had said, as clearly as if she had shouted it at the top
of her voice: "I know what ,you've” been doing, back there in the air |ock."

Pat felt his face flame with indignation, the righteous indignation of a man who had been
unjustly accused. For a nonent he sat frozen in his seat, while the bl ood pounded in his cheeks.

Then he muttered to himself: "I'Il show the old bitch."
He rose to his feet, gave Mss Mirley a snmle of poisonous sweetness, and said just |oudly
enough for her to hear: "Mss Wlkins! | think we've forgotten sonething. WII you conme back to

the air |ock?"

As the door closed behind themonce nore, interrupting the narration of an incident that
threw t he gravest possible doubts upon the paternity of the Duke of St. Al bans, Sue WI ki ns | ooked
at himin puzzled surprise.

"Did you see that?" he said, still boiling.

" See what ?"

"Mss Mrley--"

"Ch," interrupted Sue, "don't worry about her, poor thing. She's been eying you ever since

we left the Base. You know what her trouble is."

"What ?" asked Pat, already unconfortably sure of the answer.

"l suppose you could call it ingrowing virginity. It's a comon conplaint, and the
synptonms are always the sane. There's only one cure for it."

The ways of |ove are strange and tortuous. Only ten minutes ago, Pat and Sue had | eft the
air lock together, nutually agreed to renmain in a state of chaste affection. But now the
i mpr obabl e conbi nation of Mss Mirley and Nell Gwn, and the feeling that one nmight as well be
hung for a sheep as for a lanb-- as well as, perhaps, the instinctive know edge of their bodies
that, in the long run, love was the only defense agai nst death--had conbined to overwhel mthem
For a nonent they stood notionless in the tiny, cluttered space of the galley; then, neither
knowi ng who noved first, they were in each other's arns.

Sue had tine to whisper only one phrase before Pat's |ips silenced her

"Not ,here”," she whispered, "in the pal ace!"
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Chapter 13

Chi ef Engi neer Lawence stared into the faintly glowing screen, trying to read its
nmessage. Like all engineers and scientists, he had spent an appreciable fraction of his life
| ooki ng at the inages painted by speeding el ectrons, recording events too large or too small, too
bright or too faint, for hunan eyes to see. It was nore than a hundred years since the cathode-ray
tube had placed the invisible world firmly in Man's grasp; already he had forgotten that it had
ever been beyond his reach

Two hundred neters away, according to the infrared scanner, a patch of slightly greater
warnth was lying on the face of this dusty desert. It was al nost perfectly circular, and quite
i solated; there were no other sources of heat in the entire field of view Though it was nuch
smal l er than the spot that Lawson had phot ographed from Lagrange, it was in the right area. There
could be little doubt that it was the sane thing.

There was no proof, however, that it was what they were looking for. It could have severa
expl anations; perhaps it marked the site of an isolated peak, jutting up fromthe depths al nost to
the surface of the Sea. There was only one way to find out.

"You stay here," said Lawence. "I'Il go forward on Duster One. Tell me when I'mat the
exact center of the spot."

"Dyou think it will be dangerous?"

"It's not very likely, but there's no point in us both taking a risk."

Slowy, Duster One glided across to that enigmatically gl ow ng patch--so obvious to the
infrared scanner, yet wholly invisible to the eye.

"Alittle to the left," Tomordered. "Another few neters-- you're nearly there--whoa!"

Law ence stared at the gray dust upon which his vehicle was floating. At first sight, it
seened as featurel ess as any other portion of the Sea; then, as he | ooked nore closely, he saw
sonmet hing that raised the goose-pinples on his skin.

When exami ned very carefully, as he was exanmining it now, the dust showed an extrenely
fine pepper-and-salt pattern. ,That pattern was noving; the surface of the Sea was creeping very
slowly toward him as if blown by an invisible w nd”.

Lawence did not like it at all. On the Mon, one |learned to be wary of the abnormal and
unexpl ai ned; it usually neant that something was wong--or soon would be. This slowy craw ing
dust was both uncanny and disturbing. |If a boat had sunk here once already, anything as snall as a
ski m ght be in even greater danger.

"Better keep away," he advised Duster Two. "There's something odd here--1 don't understand
it." Carefully, he described the phenonenon to Lawson, who thought it over and answered al npost at
once: "You say it looks like a fountain in the dust? That's exactly what it is. W already know
there's a source of heat here. It's powerful enough to stir up a convection current."

"What could do that? It can't be ,Selene”.”

He felt a wave of disappointnment sweep over him It was all a w | d-goose chase, as he had
feared fromthe begi nning. Some pocket of radioactivity, or an outburst of hot gases rel eased by
t he quake, had fooled their instrunents and dragged themto this desolate spot. And the sooner
they left it the better; it might still be dangerous.

"Just a minute," said Tom "A vehicle with a fair anount of machinery and twenty-two
passengers--that nust produce a good deal of heat. Three or four kilowatts, at least. If this dust
is in equilibrium that m ght be enough to start a fountain."

Law ence thought this was very unlikely, but he was nowwilling to grasp at the slinmrest
straw. He picked up the thin netal probe, and thrust it vertically into the dust. At first it
penetrated with al nost no resistance, but as the telescopic extensions added to its length, it
became harder and harder to nove. By the tinme he had the full twenty neters out, it needed all his
strength to push it downward.

The upper end of the probe disappeared into the dust; he had hit nothing--but he had
scarcely expected to succeed on this first attenpt. He would have to do the job scientifically and
lay out a search pattern.

After a few nminutes of cruising back and forth, he had crisscrossed the area with parallel
bands of white tape, five meters apart. Like an old-tine farner planting potatoes, he started to
move along the first of the tapes, driving his probe into the dust. It was a slow job, for it had
to be done conscientiously. He was like a blind man, feeling in the dark with a thin, flexible
wand. |f what he sought was beyond the reach of his wand, he would have to think of sonething
el se. But he would deal with that problemwhen he cane to it.

He had been searching for about ten minutes when he becane careless. It required both
hands to operate the probe, especially when it neared the linmt of its extension. He was pushing
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with all his strength, |eaning over the edge of the ski, when he slipped and fell headlong into
t he dust.

Pat was consci ous of the changed atnosphere as soon as he enmerged fromthe air |ock. The
readi ng from,The Orange and the Apple” had finished sone tine ago, and a heated argunent was now
in progress. It stopped when he wal ked into the cabin, and there was an enbarrassing silence while
he surveyed the scene. Sone of the passengers |ooked at himout of the corners of their eyes,
whil e the others pretended he wasn't there.

"Well, Commodore," he said, "what's the trouble?"

"There's a feeling," Hansteen answered, "that we're not doing all we could to get out.
I've explained that we have no alternative but to wait until soneone finds us--but not everybody
agrees."

It was bound to come sooner or later, thought Pat. As tinme ran out, and there was no sign
of rescue, nerves would begin to snap, tenpers get frayed. There would be calls for action-- ,any”
action. It was against human nature to sit still and do nothing in the face of death.

"We' ve been through this over and over again," he said wearily. "W're at least ten neters
down, and even if we opened the air |ock, no one could get up to the surface agai nst the
resi stance of the dust."

"Can you be sure of that?" soneone asked.

"Quite sure,"” Pat answered. "Have you ever tried to swimthrough sand? You won't get very

far."

"What about trying the notors?"

“I doubt if they'd budge us a centineter. And even if they did, we'd nove forward--not
up. "

"We could all go to the rear; our weight nmight bring the nose up

"It's the strain on the hull I"mworried about,” said Pat. "Suppose | did start the npotors-
-it would be Iike butting into a brick wall. Heaven knows what danage it m ght do."

"But there's a chance it might work. Isn't that worth the risk?"

Pat gl anced at the Comopdore, feeling a little annoyed that he had not conme to his
support. Hansteen stared straight back at him as if to say, "I've handled this so far, nowit's
your turn."” Well, that was fair enough, especially after what Sue had just said. It was tinme he

stood on his own feet, or at |east proved that he could do so.

"The danger's too great," he said flatly. "W're perfectly safe here for at |east another
four days. Long before then, we'll be found. So why risk everything on a nmillion-to-one chance? If
it was our last resort, I'd say yes--but not now "

He | ooked round the cabin, challenging anyone to disagree with him As he did so, he could
not help nmeeting Mss Mrley's eye, nor did he attenpt to avoid it. Nevertheless, it was with as
much surprise as enbarrassnent that he heard her say: "Perhaps the Captain is in no great hurry to

| eave. | notice that we haven't seen nuch of himlately--or of Mss WIlkins."
Why, you prune-faced bitch, thought Pat. Just because no man in his right senses--
"Hold it, Harris!" said the Commodore, in the nick of time. ",I'Il” deal with this."

It was the first time that Hansteen had really asserted hinmself; until now, he had run
things easily and quietly, or stood in the background and | et Pat get on with the job. But now
they were hearing the authentic voice of authority, like a trunpet call across a battlefield. This
was no retired astronaut speaking; it was a Commodore of Space.

"Mss Mrley," he said, "that was a very foolish and uncall ed-for remark. Only the fact
that we are all under considerable strain can possibly excuse it. | think you shoul d apol ogize to
the Captain."

"It's true," she said stubbornly. "Ask himto deny it."

Commodor e Hansteen had not |ost his tenmper in thirty years, and had no intention of |osing
it now But he knew when to pretend to lose it, and in this case little sinulation was necessary.
He was not only angry with Mss Mrley; he was annoyed with Pat, and felt that he had let him
down. O course, there mght be nothing at all in Mss Mrley's accusation, but Pat and Sue had
certainly spent a devil of a long tinme over a sinple job. There were occasi ons when the appearance
of innocence was al npbst as inportant as the thing itself. He remenbered an old Chi nese proverb
"Do not stoop to tie your |laces in your neighbor's nelon patch.”

"I don't give a damm,"” he said in his nost blistering voice, "about the relations, if any,
between Mss Wl kins and the Captain. That's their own affair, and as long as they do their jobs
efficiently, we've no right to interfere. Are you suggesting that Captain Harris is not doing his
j ob?"

"Well--1 wouldn't say that."
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"Then pl ease don't say anything. We have enough problens on our hands al ready, without
manuf act uri ng any nore."

The ot her passengers had sat listening with that m xture of enbarrassnent and enj oynent
whi ch nost nen feel when they overhear a quarrel in which they have no part. Though, in a very
real sense, this did concern everyone aboard ,Selene”, for it was the first challenge to
authority, the first sign that discipline was cracking. Until now, this group had been wel ded into
a harnoni ous whol e, but now a voice had been raised against the elders of the tribe.

Mss Mrley mght be a neurotic old maid, but she was also a tough and determ ned one. The
Commodore saw, W th understandabl e qual ns, that she was getting ready to answer him

No one woul d ever know just what she intended to say; for, at that nonent, Ms. Schuster
| et 1oose a shriek altogether in keeping wth her dinensions.

When a man falls on the Moon, he usually has time to do sonething about it, for his nerves
and nmuscles are designed to deal with a sixfold greater gravity. Yet when Chief Engi neer Law ence
toppled off the ski, the distance was so short that he had no tine to react. Al npbst at once, he
hit the dust--and was engul fed in darkness.

He coul d see absolutely nothing, except for a very faint fluorescence fromthe illuninated
i nstrument panel inside his suit. Wth extrene caution, he began to feel around in the softly
resisting, half-fluid substance in which he was floundering, seeking sone solid object for
support. There was not hing; he could not even guess which direction was up.

A m nd-sappi ng despair, which seened to drain his body of all its strength, al nost
overwhel med him His heart was thunping with that erratic beat that heral ds the approach of panic,
and the final overthrow of reason. He had seen other men be- cone screaning, struggling aninmals,
and knew that he was nmoving swiftly to join them

There was just enough left of his rational nmind to remenber that only a few m nutes ago he
had saved Lawson fromthis sane fate, but he was not in a position to appreciate the irony. He had
to concentrate all his remaining strength of will on regaining control of hinself, and checking
the thumping in his chest that seemed about to tear himto pieces.

And then, loud and clear in his hel met speaker, cane a sound so utterly unexpected that

t he waves of panic ceased to batter against the island of his soul. It was Tom Lawson- -1 aughi ng.
The | aughter was brief, and it was foll owed by an apol ogy.
"I"'msorry, M. Lawence--1 couldn't help it. You look so funny there, waving your legs in
the sky."

The Chi ef Engineer froze in his suit. Hs fear vanished instantly, to be replaced by
anger. He was furious with Lawson, but rmuch nore furious with hinself.

O course he had been in no danger; in his inflated suit, he was |like a balloon floating
upon water, and equally incapable of sinking. Now that he knew what had happened, he could sort
matters out by hinself. He kicked purposefully with his |legs, paddled with his hands, and rolled
round his center of gravity--and vision returned as the dust streaned off his helmet. He had sunk
at the nost, ten centineters, and the ski had been within reach all the tinme. It was a renarkabl e
achi evenent to have missed it conpletely while he was flailing around |like a stranded octopus.

Wth as nmuch dignity as he could nuster, he grabbed the ski and pulled hinmself aboard. He
did not trust hinmself to speak, for he was still breathless fromhis unnecessary exertions, and
his voice mght betray his recent panic. And he was still angry; he would not have nade such a
fool of hinself in the days when he was worki ng constantly out on the |unar surface. Now he was
out of touch. Wiy, the last tinme he had worn a suit had been for his annual proficiency check, and
then he had never even stepped outside the air |ock

Back on the ski, as he continued with his probing, his nixture of fright and anger slowy
evaporated. It was replaced by a nmood of thoughtful ness, as he realized how cl osel y--whet her he
liked it or not--the events of the |ast half-hour had |linked himw th Lawson. True, the astronomner
had | aughed when he was fl oundering in the dust, but he nust have been an irresistibly funny
sight. And Lawson had actually apol ogized for his mirth. A short tine ago, both |laughter and
apol ogy woul d have been equal | y unthi nkabl e.

Then Lawrence forgot everything else; for his probe hit an obstacle, fifteen neters down.

Chapter 14

When Ms. Schuster screamed, Commobdore Hansteen's first reaction was: My God--the wonan's
going to have hysterics. Half a second later, he needed all his will power not to join her
From outside the hull, where there had been no sound for three days except the whispering
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of the dust, there was a noise at last. It was unmi stakable, and so was its neaning. Somnething
metal lic was scraping along the hull

Instantly, the cabin was filled with shouts, cheers, and cries of relief. Wth
considerablc. difficulty, Hansteen nanaged to nake hinsel f heard.

"They' ve found us," he said, "but they may not knowit. If we work together, they'll have
a better chance of spotting us. Pat, you try the radio. The rest of us will rap on the hull--the
old Morse V sign--DIT DIT DIT DAH. Cone on--all together!"

.Sel ene” reverberated with a ragged volley of dots and dashes, which slowy becane
synchroni zed into one resoundi ng tattoo.

"Hold it!" said Hansteen a mnute later. "Everyone listen carefully!"

After the noise, the silence was uncanny--even unnerving. Pat had switched off the air
punps and fans, so that the only sound aboard the cruiser was the beating of twenty-two hearts.

The silence dragged on and on. Could that noise, after all, have been nothing but sone
contraction or expansion of ,Selene's” own hull? O had the rescue party--if it ,was” a rescue
party--m ssed them and passed on across the enpty face of the Sea?

Abruptly, the scratching came again. Hansteen checked the renewed enthusiasmw th a wave
of his hand.

",Listen”, for God's sake," he entreated. "Let's see if we can make anything of it."

The scratching lasted only for a few seconds before being foll owmed once agai n by that
agoni zing silence. Presently sonmeone said quietly, nore to break the suspense than to make any
useful contribution, "That sounded |ike a wire being dragged past. Maybe they're trawling for us."

"I mpossi bl e,” answered Pat. "The resistance would be too great, especially at this depth.
It's nore likely to be a rod probing up and down."

"Anyway, " said the Conmopdore, "there's a search party within a few nmeters of us. Gve them
anot her tattoo. Once again--all together--"

DT DT DT DAH .

DT DT DT DAH .

Through , Sel ene' s” double hull and out into the dust throbbed the fateful opening of
Beet hoven's Fifth Synmphony, as a century earlier it had pul sed across Occupied Europe. In the
pilot's seat, Pat Harris was saying again and again, with desperate urgency, ",Selene” calling.
Are you receiving? Over," and then listening for an eternal fifteen seconds before he repeated the
transm ssion. But the ether remained as silent as it had been ever since the dust had swal |l owed
t hem up.

Aboard ,Auriga”, Maurice Spenser |ooked anxiously at the clock

"Danmit," he said, "the skis should have been there I ong ago. Wien was their | ast
nmessage?"

"Twenty-five mnutes ago," said the ship's Conmunications Oficer. "The half-hourly report
shoul d be comi ng in soon, whether they've found anything or not."

"Sure you're still on the right frequency?"
"You stick to your business and |'Il stick to mine," retorted the indignant radi onan
"Sorry," replied Spenser, who had | earned | ong ago when to apol ogi ze quickly. "I"mafraid

my nerves are junping."

He rose fromhis seat, and started to make a circuit of Auriga' s little control room
After he had bunped hinself painfully against an instrunment panel--he had not yet grown accustoned
to lunar gravity, and was begi nning to wonder if he ever woul d--he got hinself under control once
nor e.

This was the worst part of his job, the waiting until he knew whether or not he had a
story. Already, he had incurred a small fortune in expenses. They woul d be nothing conmpared with
the bills that would soon be accumulating if he gave Captain Anson the order to go ahead. But in
that event his worries would be over, for he would have his scoop

"Here they are," said the Communicati ons Oficer suddenly. "Two m nutes ahead of tine.
Sonet hi ng' s happened. "

"I"ve hit something," said Lawrence tersely, "but | can't tell what it is.
"How far down?" asked Lawson and both pilots sinultaneously.

"About fifteen meters. Take me two nmeters to the right. I'Il try again."
He wi thdrew the probe, then drove it in again when the ski had noved to the new position
"Still there," he reported, "and at the sane depth. Take ne on another two neters.”

Now t he obstacle was gone, or was too deep for the probe to reach
"Not hing there. Take ne back in the other direction.”
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It would be a slow and tiring job, charting the outlines of whatever |lay buried down
there. By such tedi ous nethods, two centuries ago, nen began to sound the oceans of Earth,
| onering weighted lines to the sea bed and then hauling themup again. It was a pity, thought
Law ence, that he had no echosounder that woul d operate here, but he doubted if either acoustic or
radi o waves could penetrate through nore than a few neters of the dust.

What a fool--he should have thought of that before! ,That” was what had happened to
.Selene's” radio signals. If she had been swall owed by the dust, it woul d have bl anketed and
absorbed her transmissions. But at this range, if he really was sitting on top of the cruiser

Law ence switched his receiver to the MOONCRASH band-- and there she was, yelling at the
top of her robot voice. The signal was piercingly strong--quite good enough, he woul d have
t hought, to have been picked up by Lagrange or Port Roris. Then he renenbered that his netal probe
was still resting on the subnerged hull; it would give radio waves an easy path to the surface.

He sat listening to that train of pulses for a good fifteen seconds before he plucked up
enough courage for the next nove. He had never really expected to find anything, and even now his
search nmight be in vain. That automatic beacon would call for weeks, like a voice fromthe tonb,
| ong after ,Selene's” occupants were dead.

Then, with an abrupt, angry gesture that defied the fates to do their worst, Law ence

switched to the cruiser's own frequency--and was al nost deafened by Pat Harris shouting: ",Sel ene”
calling, ,Selene” calling. Do you receive me? Over."
"This is Duster One," he answered. "C.E. E. speaking. I'mfifteen neters above you. Are you

all OK ? Over."

It was a long tinme before he could nmake any sense of the reply, the background of shouting
and cheering was so loud. That in itself was enough to tell himthat all the passengers were
alive, and in good spirits. Listening to them indeed, one m ght alnpbst have inagined that they
wer e hol di ng sone drunken celebration. In their joy at being discovered, at making contact with
the human race, they thought that their troubles were over.

"Duster One calling Port Roris Control,"” said Lawence, while he waited for the tumult to
di e down. "We've found , Sel ene”, and established radi o contact. Judging by the noise that's going
on inside, everyone's quite O K She's fifteen meters down, just where Doctor Lawson indicated.
I"I'l call you back in a few mnutes. Qut."

At the speed of light, waves of relief and happi ness woul d now be spreadi ng over the Moon,
the Earth, the inner planets, bringing a sudden lifting of the hearts to billions of people. On
streets and slideways, in buses and spaceships, perfect strangers would turn to each other and
say, "Have you heard? They've found ,Sel ene”."

In all the solar system indeed, there was only one man who coul d not whol eheartedly share
the rejoicing. As he sat on his ski, listening to those cheers from underground and | ooki ng at the
crawling pattern in the dust, Chief Engineer Lawrence felt far nore scared and hel pl ess than the
men and wonen trapped beneath his feet. He knew that he was facing the greatest battle in his
life.

Chapter 15

For the first tine in twenty-four hours, Maurice Spenser was rel axing. Everything that
could be done had been done. Men and equi prent were already noving toward Port Roris. (Lucky about
Jul es Braques being at d avius; he was one of the best cameramen in the business, and they' d often
wor ked together.) Captain Anson was doing sums with the conputer and | ooking thoughtfully at
contour maps of the Mountains. The crew (all six) had been rounded up fromthe bars (all three)
and informed that there was yet another change of route. On Earth, at |east a dozen contracts had
been signed and tel efaxed, and |arge suns of noney had al ready changed hands. The fi nanci al
wi zards of Interplanet News would be calculating, with scientific precision, just how nuch they
could charge the other agencies for the story, without driving themto charter ships of their own--
not that this was at all likely, for Spenser had too great a |lead. No conpetitor could possibly
reach the Mountains in less than forty-eight hours; he would be there in six.

Yes, it was very pleasant to take it easy, in the cal mand confident assurance that
everything was under control and going the way you wanted. It was these interludes that made life
worth living, and Spenser knew how to nmake the nost of them They were his panacea against ul cers--
still, after a hundred years, the occupational disease of the comruni cati ons industry.

It was typical of him however, that he was relaxing on the job. He was lying, a drink in
one hand, a plate of sandw ches by the other, in the snall observation | ounge of the Enbarkation
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Bui | di ng. Through the doubl e sheets of glass he could see the tiny dock from which , Sel ene” had
sail ed three days ago. (There was no escaping fromthose maritime words, inappropriate though they
were to this situation.) It was nerely a strip of concrete stretching for twenty nmeters out into
the uncanny flatness of the dust; lying nost of its length, like a giant concertina, was the
flexible tube through which the passengers could walk fromthe Port into the cruiser. Now open to
vacuum it was deflated and partly coll apsed--a nost depressing sight, Spenser could not help

t hi nki ng.

He gl anced at his watch, then at that unbelievable horizon. If he had been asked to guess,
he woul d have said that it was at |east a hundred kil onmeters away, not two or three. A few m nutes
later, a reflected glint of sunlight caught his eye. There they were, clinbing up over the edge of
the Moon. They woul d be here in five mnutes, out of the air lock in ten. Plenty of tine to finish
that | ast sandwi ch

Dr. Lawson showed no signs of recognition when Spenser greeted him that was not
surprising, for their previous brief conversation had been in al nost total darkness.

"Doctor Lawson? |'m Bureau Chief of Interplanet News. Pernission to record?"

"Just a mnute," interrupted Lawence. "I know the Interplanet man. ,You' re” not Joe
Leonard. . . ."

"Correct; |'m Maurice Spenser. | took over fromJoe |ast week. He has to get used to Earth
gravity again--otherwi se he'll be stuck here for life."

"Well, you' re damm quick off the mark. It was only an hour ago that we radioed."

Spenser thought it best not to nention that he had al ready been here the better part of a
day.

“I'd still like to knowif | can record," he repeated. He was very consci enti ous about
this. Some newsnen took a chance and went ahead without pernission, but if you were caught, you
| ost your job. As a Bureau Chief, he had to keep the rules laid down to safeguard his profession
and the public.

"Not now, if you don't mind," said Lawence. "lI've fifty things to organi ze, but Doctor
Lawson will be glad to talk to you; he did nost of the work and deserves all the credit. You can
quote nme on ,that”."

"Er--thank you," nunbled Tom | ooki ng enbarrassed.

"Right--see you later," said Lawmence. "I'll be at the Local Engineer's office, living on
pills. But you might as well get sone sleep."

"Not until 1've finished with you," corrected Spenser, grabbing Tomand aimng himin the
direction of the hotel

The first person they met in the ten-neter-square foyer was Captain Anson

"“I've been | ooking for you, M. Spenser," he said. "The Space-Wrkers' Union is making
trouble. You know there's a ruling about tinme off between trips. Well, it seems that--"

",Please”, Captain, not now. Take it up with Interplanet's Legal Departrment. Call C avius
1234, ask for Harry Dantzig-- he'll straighten it out."

He propelled the unresisting Tom Lawson up the stairs (it was odd to find a hotel w thout
el evators, but they were unnecessary on a world where you wei ghed only a dozen or so kilos) and
into his suite.

Apart fromits excessively snmall size, and conpl ete absence of w ndows, the suite m ght
have been in any cheap hotel on Earth. The sinple chairs, couch, and table were manufactured from
the very mnimum of material, nost of it Fiberglas, for quartz was comon on the Mon. The
bat hroom was perfectly conventional (that was a relief, after those tricky freefall toilets), but
the bed had a slightly disconcerting appearance. Sone visitors fromEarth found it difficult to
sl eep under a sixth of a gravity, and for their benefit an elastic sheet could be stretched across
the bed and held in place by light springs. The whol e arrangenment had a distinct flavor of strait-
j ackets and padded cells.

Anot her cheerful little touch was the notice behind the door, which announced in English,
Russi an, and Mandarin that TH S HOTEL | S | NDEPENDENTLY PRESSURI SED. | N THE EVENT OF A DOVE
FAI LURE, YOU WLL BE PERFECTLY SAFE. SHOULD THI S OCCUR, PLEASE REMAI N I N YOUR ROOM AND AWAI T
FURTHER | NSTRUCTI ONS. THANK YQU

Spenser had read that notice several tinmes. He still thought that the basic information
coul d have been conveyed in a nore confident, |ighthearted manner. The wordi ng | acked charm

And that, he decided, was the whole trouble on the Mon. The struggl e against the forces
of Nature was so fierce that no energy was left for gracious living. This was nost noticeable in
the contrast between the superb efficiency of the technical services, and the easygoing, take-it-
or-leave-it attitude one net in all the other walks of life. If you conplained about the
tel ephone, the plunbing, the air (especially the air!), it was fixed within nminutes. But just try
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to get quick service in a restaurant or bar

"I know you're very tired," Spenser began, "but I'd like to ask a few questions. You don't
m nd bei ng recorded, | hope?"

"No," said Tom who had | ong since passed the stage of caring one way or the other. He was
slunmped in a chair, nmechanically sipping the drink Spenser had poured out, but obviously not
tasting it.

"This is Maurice Spenser, Interplanet News, talking with Doctor Thonas Lawson. Now,

Doctor, all we know at the nonment is that you and M ster Law ence, Chief Engineer, Earthside, have

found , Sel ene”, and that the people inside are safe. Perhaps you'll tell us, without going into
technical details, just how you--hell and damation!"

He caught the slowy falling glass without spilling a drop, then eased the sl eeping
astrononer over to the couch. Well, he couldn't grunble; this was the only itemthat hadn't worked
according to plan. And even this might be to his advantage; for no one else could find Lawson--
still less, interview him- while he was sleeping it off in what the Hotel Roris, with a fine

sense of hunor, called its luxury suite.

In Cdavius Cty, the Tourist Conmi ssioner had finally managed to convince everyone that he
had not been playing favorites. Hi s relief at hearing of ,Selene's” discovery had quickly abated
when Reuter's, ,Time-Space”, Triplanetary Publications, and Lunar News had phoned himin rapid
succession to ask just how Interplanet had nanaged to break the story first. It had been on the
wires, in fact, even before it had reached Admi nistrati on headquarters, thanks to Spenser's
t hought ful nonitoring of the dust-ski radios.

Now that it was obvious what had happened, the suspicions of all the other news services
had been replaced by frank admiration for Spenser's luck and enterprise. It would be a little
whil e yet before they realized that he had an even bigger trick up his capaci ous sl eeve.

The Communi cations Center at C avius had seen many dramatic nonents, but this was one of
the nost unforgettable. It was, thought Conm ssioner Davis, alnost |ike listening to voices from
beyond the grave. A few hours ago, all these nmen and wonen were presuned dead--yet here they were,
fit and cheerful, lining up at that buried microphone to relay nessages of reassurance to their
friends and relatives. Thanks to the probe which Lawence had | eft as marker and antenna, that
fifteen-meter blanket of dust could no |onger cut the cruiser off fromthe rest of nankind.

The inpatient reporters had to wait until there was a break in ,Selene's” transm ssion
before they could get their interviews. Mss WIKkins was now speaki ng, dictating nmessages that
wer e bei ng handed to her by the passengers. The cruiser nust have been full of people scribbling
t el egraphese on the backs of torn-up gui debooks, trying to condense the maxi nrum anount of
information into the m ni mum nunber of words. None of this material, of course, could be quoted or
reproduced; it was all private, and the Postmasters General of three planets would descend in
their conbined wath upon any reporter foolish enough to use it. Strictly speaking, they should
not even be listening in on this circuit, as the Comunications Oficer had several tines pointed
out with increasing degrees of indignation

“. . . tell Martha, Jan, and Ivy not to worry about me, 1'll be honme soon. Ask Tom how the
Eri cson deal went, and let ne know when you call back. My love to you all--George. End of nessage.
Did you get that? ,Selene” calling. Over."

"Luna Central calling ,Selene”. Yes, we have it all down; we'll see that the nessages get

delivered and will relay the answers as soon as they cone in. Now can we speak to Captain Harris?
Over."

There was a brief pause, during which the background noises in the cruiser could be
clearly heard--the sound of voices, slightly reverberant in this enclosed space, the creak of a
chair, a muffled "Excuse nme." Then

"Captain Harris calling Central. Over."

Comm ssi oner Davis took the mke

"Captain Harris, this is the Tourist Comm ssioner. | know that you all have nessages you
wi sh to send, but the news services are here and are very anxious to have a few words with you.
First of all, could you give us a brief description of conditions inside ,Selene?” Over."

"Well, it's very hot, and we aren't wearing much clothes. But | don't suppose we can
grunbl e about the heat, since it helped you to find us. Anyway, we've grown used to it. The air's
still good, and we have enough food and water, though the nenu is--let's say it's nonotonous. Wat

nmore do you want to know? Over."

"Ask hi m about noral e--how are the passengers taking it?--are there any signs of strain?"
said the representative of Triplanetary Publications. The Tourist Conmi ssioner relayed the
question, rather nmore tactfully. It seenmed to cause slight enbarrassnent at the other end of the
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I'ine.

"Everyone's behaved very well," said Pat, just a little too hastily. "Of course, we al
wonder how long it will take you to get us out. Can you give us any ideas on that? Over."

"Chi ef Engineer Lawence is in Port Roris now, planning rescue operations," Davis
answered. "As soon as he has an estinmate, we'll pass it on. Meanwhile, how are you occupyi ng your
time? Over."

Pat told him thereby enornously multiplying the sales of ,Shane” and, |ess happily,
giving a boost to the flagging fortunes of ,The Orange and the Apple”. He al so gave a brief
account of the court proceedi ngs--now terninated sine die.

"That nust have been anusing entertai nment," said Davis. "But now you won't have to rely
on your own resources. W can send you anything you want--nusic, plays, discussions. Just give the
word--we' Il fix it. Over."

Pat took his time in answering this. The radio link had already transformed their I|ives,
had brought them hope and put themin touch with their | oved ones. Yet, in a way he was al npst
sony that their seclusion was ended. The heart-warm ng sense of solidarity, which even M ss
Morl ey's outburst had scarcely ruffled, was already a fading dream They no |longer forned a single
group, united in the comobn cause of survival. Now their lives had diverged again into a score of
i ndependent ains and anbitions. Humanity had swal | owed t hem up once nore, as the ocean swallows a
rai ndrop.

Chapter 16

Chi ef Engi neer Lawence did not believe that committees ever achieved anything. H's views
were well known on the Moon, for shortly after the last biannual visit of the Lunar Board of
Survey, a notice had appeared on his desk conveying the information: A BOARD IS LONG HARD, AND
NARROW | T IS MADE OF WOOD

But he approved of this committee, because it fulfilled his somewhat stringent
requi rements. He was chairman; there were no nminutes, no secretary, no agenda. Best of all, he
could ignore or accept its recomendati ons as he pleased. He was the man in charge of rescue
operations, unless the Chief Adm nistrator chose to sack him-which he would do only under extrene
pressure from Earth. The conmittee existed nerely to provide ideas and technical know edge; it was
his private brain trust.

Only half of its dozen nenbers were physically present; the rest were scattered over Moon
Earth, and space. The soil physics expert on Earth was at a di sadvantage, for owing to the finite
speed of radi o waves, he would al ways be a second and a half in arrears, and by the tine his
coments could get to the Moon, alnost three seconds woul d have passed. He had accordingly been
asked to nmake notes and to save his views until the end, only interrupting if it was absolutely
necessary. As nany peopl e had di scovered, after setting up lunar conference calls at great
expense, nothing hanstrung a brisk discussion nore effectively than that three-second tinme |ag.

"For the benefit of the newconers," said Lawence, when the roll call had been conpl et ed,
“I''"ll brief you on the situation. ,Selene” is fifteen neters down, on a |level keel. She's
undamaged, with all her equi pnent functioning, and the twentytwo people inside her are still in
good spirits. They have enough oxygen for ninety hours--that's the deadline we have to keep in
nmi nd.

"For those of you who don't know what Sel ene |ooks |like, here's a one-in-twenty scale
model ." He lifted the nmodel fromthe table, and turned it slowmy in front of the camera. "She's
just like a bus, or a small aircraft; the only thing unique is her propul sion system which
enpl oys these w de-bl aded, variable-pitch fans.

"Qur great problem of course, is the dust. If you' ve never seen it, you can't inmagine
what it's like. Any ideas you may have about sand or other materials on Earth won't apply here;
this stuff is nore like aliquid. Here's a sanple of it."

Law ence picked up a tall vertical cylinder, the lower third of which was filled with an
anor phous gray substance. He tilted it, and the stuff began to flow. It nmoved nore quickly than
syrup, nore slowy than water, and it took a few seconds for its surface to become horizonta
again after it had been disturbed. No one could ever have guessed, by looking at it, that it was
not a fluid.

"This cylinder is sealed," explained Lawence, "with a vacuuminside, so the dust is
showi ng its nornmal behavior. In air, it's quite different; it's nuch stickier, and behaves rather

like very fine sand or talcumpowder. |1'd better warn you-- it's inpossible to nake a synthetic
sanpl e that has the properties of the real thing. It takes a few billion years of desiccation to
produce the genuine article. If you want to do sone experinmenting, we'll ship you as nuch dust as
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you like; heaven knows, we can spare it.

"A few other points. ,Selene” is three kiloneters fromthe nearest solid | and--the
Mount ai ns of I naccessibility. There nay be several hundred nmeters of dust beneath her, though
we're not sure of that. Nor can we be quite sure that there will be no nore cave-ins, though the
geol ogists think it's very unlikely.

"The only way we can reach the site is by dust-ski. W've two units, and another one is
bei ng shi pped round from Farside. They can carry or tow up to five tons of equi pnent; the |argest
single itemwe could put on a sledge would be about two tons. So we can't bring any really heavy
gear to the site.

"Well, that's the position. W have ninety hours. Any suggestion? |I've sone ideas of ny
own, but I'd like to hear yours first."

There was a long silence while the menbers of the committee, scattered over a volunme of
space al nost four hundred thousand kil ometers across, brought their various talents to bear on the
problem Then the Chief Engineer, Farside, spoke from somewhere in the nei ghborhood of Joliot-
Curie.

"I't's my hunch that we can't do anything effective in ninety hours; we'll have to build
speci al equi pnment, and that always takes tine. So--we have to get an air |ine down to Sel ene.
Where's her unbilical connection?"

"Behind the main entrance, at the rear. | don't see how you can get a line there and
couple it up, fifteen nmeters down. Besides, everything will be clogged with dust."

"I've a better idea," soneone interjected. "Drive a pipe down through the roof."

"You'll need two pipes,” pointed out another speaker. "One to punp in oxygen, the other to

suck out the foul air."

"That means using a conplete air purifier. And we won't even need it if we can get those
peopl e out inside the ninety hours."

"Too big a ganble. Once the air supply is secure, we can take our tine, and the ninety-
hour deadline won't worry us."

"I accept that point," said Lawmence. "In fact, |'ve several nen working on those lines
right now. The next question is: Do we try to raise the cruiser with everyone inside, or do we get
t he passengers out individually? Renenber, there's only one space suit aboard her."

"Could we sink a shaft to the door, and couple it to the air |ock?" asked one of the
scientists.

"Same problemas with the air hose. Even worse, in fact, since the coupling would be so
much bi gger."

"What about a cofferdam | arge enough to go round the whole cruiser? W could sink it round
her, then dig out the dust."

"You'd need tons of piles and shorings. And don't forget, the dam woul d have to be seal ed
off at the bottom Oherw se the dust would flow back into it, just as fast as we took it out of
the top."

"Can you punp the stuff?" asked someone el se

"Yes, with the right kind of inpeller. But you can't suck it, of course. It has to be
lifted. A nornmal punp just cavitates."

"This dust,"” grunbled the Port Roris Assistant Engineer, "has the worst properties of
solids and liquids, with none of their advantages. It won't flow when you want it to; it won't
stay put when you want it to."

"Can | nake a point?" said Father Ferraro, speaking fromPlato. "This word 'dust’' is
hi ghly m sl eadi ng. What we have here is a substance that can't exist on Earth, so there's no nane
for it in our language. The | ast speaker was quite correct; sonetinmes you have to think of it as a
nonwetting liquid, rather Iike mercury, but much lighter. At other tines, it's a flowng solid,
like pitch--except that it noves nmuch nore rapidly, of course.”

"Any way it can be stabilized?" someone asked

"I think that's a question for Earth," said Lawence. "Doctor Evans, would you like to
comment ?"

Everyone waited for the three seconds, which, as always, seened very nuch |onger. Then the
physi ci st answered, quite as clearly as if he were in the sane room "I|'ve been wondering about
that. There might be organic binders--glue, if you like--that would make it stick together so that
it could be handled nore easily. Wuld plain water be any use? Have you tried that?"

"No, but we will," answered Law ence, scribbling a note.

"I's the stuff magnetic?" asked the Traffic Control O ficer

"That's a good point," said Lawrence. "lIs it, Father?"

"Slightly; it contains a fair amount of neteoric iron. But | don't think that hel ps us at
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all. A magnetic field would pull out the ferrous material, but it wouldn't affect the dust as a
whol e. "

"Anyway, we'll try." Lawrence made another note. It was his hope--though a faint one-that
out of this clash of mnds would come sone bright idea, sone apparently farfetched but
fundamental | y sound conception that would solve his problem And it was his, whether he liked it
or not. He was responsible, through his various deputies and departnents, for every piece of
techni cal equi pnment on this side of the Mpon--especially when sonething went wong with it.

“I"'mvery nuch afraid,"” said the avius Traffic Control Oficer, "that your biggest
headache will be logistics. Every piece of equiprment has to be ferried out on the skis, and they
take at least two hours for the round trip--nore, if they're towing a heavy | oad. Before you even
start operating, you'll have to build sone kind of working platform-like a raft--that you can
| eave on the site. It may take a day to get that in position, and nuch |onger to get all your
equi prent out to it."

“I'ncluding tenporary living quarters,
the site.”

"That's straightforward; as soon as we fix a raft, we can inflate an igloo on it."

"Better than that; you won't even need a raft. An igloo will float by itself."

"Cetting back to this raft," said Lawence, "we want strong, collapsible units that can be
bol ted together on the site. Any ideas?"

"Enpty fuel tanks?"

"Too big and fragile. Maybe Tech Stores has sonething."

So it went on; the brain trust was in session. Lawence would give it another half-hour
then he woul d decide on his plan of action

One could not spend too much time tal king, when the minutes were ticking away and nany
lives were at stake. Yet hasty and ill-conceived schenmes were worse than usel ess, for they woul d
absorb materials and skills that might tilt the bal ance between failure and success.

At first sight, it seened such a straightforward job. There was ,Sel ene”, wi thin a hundred
kil ometers of a well-equi pped base. Her position was known exactly, and she was only fifteen
meters down. But that fifteen neters presented Lawence with sone of the nost baffling problens of
his entire career.

It was a career which, he knew well, mght soon term nate abruptly. For it would be very
hard to explain his failure if those twenty-two men and woren di ed

added soneone. "The workmen will have to stay on

It was a great pity that not a single wtness saw ,Auriga” comng down, for it was a
glorious sight. A spaceship landing or taking off is one of the nobst inpressive spectacles that
Man has yet contrived--excluding some of the nore exuberant efforts of the nuclear engineers. And
when it occurs on the Mon, in slow notion and uncanny silence, it has a dreamnlike quality which
no one who has seen it can ever forget.

Captai n Anson saw no point in trying any fancy navi gation, especially since soneone el se
was paying for the gas. There was nothing in the ,Master's Handbook” about flying a space liner a
hundred kil onmeters--a ,hundred” kil onmeters, indeed!--though no doubt the mathematicians woul d be
delighted to work out a trajectory, based on the Cal culus of Variations, using the very m nimum
anmount of fuel. Anson sinply blasted straight up for a thousand kil oneters (this qualifying for
deep-space rates under Interplanetary Law, though he would tell Spenser about this |ater) and cane
down again on a nornmal vertical approach, with final radar guidance. The ship's conputer and the
radar nonitored each other, and both were nonitored by Captain Anson. Any one of the three could
have done the job, so it was really quite sinple and safe, though it did not look it.

Especially to Maurice Spenser, who began to feel a great longing for the soft green hills
of Earth as those desol ate peaks clawed up at him Wy had he tal ked hinself into this? Surely
there were cheaper ways of committing suicide.

The worst part was the free fall between the successive braking periods. Suppose the
rockets failed to fire on command, and the ship continued to plunge Monward, slowy but
i nexorably accelerating until it crashed? It was no use pretending that this was a stupid or
childi sh fear, because it had happened nore than once.

It was not, however, going to happen to ,Auriga”. The unbearable fury of the braking jets
was al ready spl ashing over the rocks, blasting skyward the dust and cosmic debris that had not
been disturbed in thrice a billion years. For a nonment the ship hovered in delicate bal ance only
centineters off the ground; then, alnost reluctantly, the spears of flame that supported her
retracted into their scabbards. The wi dely spaced | egs of the undercarriage made contact, their
pads tilted according to the contours of the ground, and the whole ship rocked slightly for a
second as the shock absorbers neutralized the residual energy of inpact.

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Clarke,%20Arthur%20C.%20-%20A%20Fall%200f%20Moondust.txt (49 of 94) [1/15/03 5:29:27 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Clarke,%20A rthur%20C.%20-%20A %20Fal | %200f%20M oondust. txt

For the second tine inside twenty-four hours, Maurice Spenser had | anded on the Mon. That
was a claimthat very few nmen coul d nake.

"Well," said Captain Anson, as he got up fromthe control board, "I hope you' re satisfied
with the view It's cost you plenty--and there's still that little matter of overtinme. According
to the Space-Wrkers' Union--"

"Have you no soul, Captain? Wiy bother nme with such trivia at a time like this? But if |
may say so without being charged any extra, that was a very fine |anding."

"Ch, it's all part of the day's work," replied the skipper, though he could not concea
slight signs of pleasure. "By the way, would you mind initialing the | og here, against the tine of
| andi ng. "

"What's ,that” for?" asked Spenser suspiciously.

"Proof of delivery. The log's our prine |egal docunent."

"It seens a little ol d-fashioned, having a witten one," said Spenser. "I thought
everyt hing was done by nucl eoni cs these days."

"Traditions of the service," replied Anson. "Of course, the ship's flight recorders are
running all the time we're under power, and the trip can always be reconstructed fromthem But
only the skipper's log gives the little details that nake one voyage different from another--1ike
"Twi ns born to one of the steerage passengers this norning' or 'At six bells, sighted the Wite
Whal e of f the starboard bow. '"

"I take it back, Captain,"” said Spenser. "You do have a soul, after all." He added his
signature to the log, then noved over to the observation wi ndow to exam ne the view

The control cabin, a hundred and fifty nmeters above the ground, had the only direct-vision
wi ndows in the ship, and the view through them was superb. Behind them to the north, were the
upper ranparts of the Muntains of Inaccessibility, ranging across half the sky. That nanme was no
| onger appropriate, thought Spenser; ,he” had reached them and while the ship was here it night
even be possible to do sonme useful scientific research, such as collecting rock sanples. Quite
apart fromthe news value of being in such an outlandi sh place, he was genuinely interested in
what m ght be discovered here. No man coul d ever becone so bl ase that the prom se of the unknown
and the unexpl ored completely failed to nove him

In the other direction, he could | ook across at |least forty kiloneters of the Sea of
Thirst, which spanned nore than half his field of viewin a great arc of immacul ate flatness. But
what he was concerned with was | ess than five kiloneters away, and two bel ow

Clearly visible through a | ow powered pair of binoculars was the netal rod that Law ence
had | eft as a marker, and through which ,Sel ene” was now |inked with the world. The sight was not
i mpressive--just a solitary spike jutting froman endless plain--yet it had a stark sinplicity
that appeal ed to Spenser. It woul d nmake a good opening; it synbolized the loneliness of man in
this huge and hostile Universe that he was attenpting to conquer. In a few hours, this plain would
be far fromlonely, but until then that rod would serve to set the scene, while the conmentators
di scussed the rescue plans and filled in the time with appropriate interviews. That was not his
problem the unit at Cavius and the studi os back on Earth could handle it in their stride. He had
just one job now-to sit here in his eagle's nest and to see that the pictures kept coming in.
Wth the big zoomlens, thanks to the perfect clarity of this airless world, he could al nost get
cl ose-ups even from here, when the action started.

He gl anced into the southwest, where the sun was lifting itself so sluggishly up the sky.
Al nost two weeks of daylight, as Earth counted tinme, still lay ahead. No need, then, to worry
about the lighting. The stage was set.

Chapter 17

Chi ef Admi nistrator O sen sel dom made public gestures. He preferred to run the Mon
quietly and efficiently behind the scenes, |eaving am able extroverts |like the Touri st
Comm ssioner to face the newsnen. Hi s rare appearances were, therefore, all the nore inpressive-as
he intended themto be.

Though nillions were watching him the twenty-two nmen and wonmen he was really addressing
could not see himat all, for it had not been thought necessary to fit ,Selene” with vision
circuits. But his voice was sufficiently reassuring; it told themeverything that they wanted to
know.

"Hell o, ,Selene”,” he began. "I want to tell you that all the resources of the Mon are
now bei ng nobilized for your aid. The engineering and technical staffs of ny adnministration are
wor ki ng round the clock to help you
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"M ster Law ence, Chief Engineer, Earthside, is in charge, and | have conpl ete confidence
in him He's now at Port Roris, where the special equi pnent needed for the operation is being
assenbled. It's been decided--and |'msure you' |l agree with this--that the nost urgent task is to
make certain that your oxygen supply can be maintained. For this reason, we plan to sink pipes to
you; that can be done fairly quickly, and then we can punp down oxygen--as well as food and water

i f necessary. So as soon as the pipes are installed, you'll have nothing nore to worry about. It
may still take a little time to reach you and get you out, but you'll be quite safe. You only have
to sit and wait for us.

"Now I'lIl get off the air, and |l et you have this channel back so that you can talk to your
friends. 1'"msorry about the inconvenience and strain you've undergone, but that's all over now.
We'I | have you out in a day or two. Good | uck!"

A burst of cheerful conversation broke out aboard ,Selene” as soon as Chief Adnministrator
A sen's broadcast finished. It had had precisely the effect he had intended; the passengers were
al ready thinking of this whole episode as an adventure which would give them sonething to talk
about for the rest of their lives. Only Pat Harris seemed a little unhappy.

"I wish,” he told Cormbdore Hansteen, "the C. A hadn't been quite so confident. On the
Moon, remarks |ike that always seemto be tenpting fate."

"l know exactly how you feel," the Commpdore answered. "But you can hardly blanme him-he's
t hi nki ng of our norale."

"Which is fine, 1'd say, especially now that we can talk to our friends and rel atives."

"That rem nds me; there's one passenger who hasn't received or sent any nessages. \Wat's
nmore, he doesn't show the slightest interest in doing so.”

"Who's that?"
Hanst een dropped his voice still further. "The New Zeal ander, Radley. He just sits quietly
in the corner over there. |I'mnot sure why, but he worries ne."

"Perhaps the poor fellow has no one on Earth he wants to speak to."

"A man wi th enough noney to go to the Mion nust have ,sone” friends," replied Hansteen.
Then he grinned; it was al nbst a boyish grin, which flickered swiftly across his face, softening
its winkles and crow s feet. "That sounds very cynical-- | didn't nean it that way. But | suggest
we keep an eye on M. Radley."

"Have you nentioned himto Sue--er, Mss WIkins?"

"She pointed himout to ,nme”."

| should have guessed that, thought Pat admiringly; not much gets past her. Now that it
seened he m ght have a future, after all, he had begun to think very seriously about Sue, and
about what she had said to him In his life he had been in love with five or six girls--or so he
could have sworn at the tine--but this was sonething different. He had known Sue for over a year
and fromthe start had felt attracted to her, but until now it had never come to anything. Wat
were her real feelings? he wondered. Did she regret that noment of shared passion, or did it nean
nothing to her? She m ght argue-and so might he, for that matter--that what had happened in the
air lock was no longer relevant; it was nerely the action of a man and a wonman who t hought t hat
only a few hours of life remained to them They had not been thensel ves.

But perhaps they had been; perhaps it was the real Pat Harris, the real Sue WIKkins, that
had finally energed from di sguise, reveal ed by the strain and anxi ety of the past few days. He
wonder ed how he could be sure of this, but even as he did so, he knew that only tinme could give
the answer. If there was a clear-cut, scientific test that could tell you when you were in |ove,
Pat had not yet cone across it.

The dust that |apped--if that was the word--agai nst the quay from which ,Sel ene” had
departed four days ago was only a couple of nmeters deep, but for this test no greater depth was
needed. If the hastily built equi pment worked here, it would work out in the open Sea.

Law ence wat ched fromthe Enbarkation Building as his space-suited assistants bolted the
framework together. It was nmade, |ike ninety per cent of the structures on the Mon, fromslotted
al umi num strips and bars. In sone ways, thought Lawence, the Mboon was an engi neer's paradi se. The
Il ow gravity, the total absence of rust or corrosion--indeed, of weather itself, with its
unpredi ctabl e wi nds and rains and frosts-renoved at once a whol e range of problens that plagued
all terrestrial enterprises. But to make up for that, of course, the Mon had a few specialities
of its own--1like the two-hundredbel owzero nights, and the dust that they were fighting now.

The light framework of the raft rested upon a dozen large nmetal druns, which carried the
promi nently stenciled words: "Contents Ethyl Al cohol. Please return when enpty to No. 3
Di spat ching Center, Copernicus." Their contents now were a very high grade of vacuum each drum
coul d support a weight of two lunar tons before sinking.
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Now the raft was rapidly taking shape. Be sure to have plenty of spare nuts and bolts,
Law ence told hinself. He had seen at |east six dropped in the dust, which had instantly swall owed
them And there went a wrench. Make an order that all tools nust be tied to the raft even when in
use, however inconveni ent that m ght be.

Fifteen m nutes--not bad, considering that the nen were working in vacuum and therefore
were hanpered by their suits. The raft could be extended in any direction as required, but this
woul d be enough to start with. This first section alone could carry over twenty tons, and it would
be sone tine before they unloaded that wei ght of equipnent on the site.

Satisfied with this stage of the project, Lawence |eft the Enbarkation Building while his
assistants were still dismantling the raft. Five mnutes |ater (that was one advantage of Port
Roris--you could get anywhere in five mnutes), he was in the |ocal engineering depot. \Wat he
found there was not quite so satisfactory.

Supported on a couple of trestles was a two-neter-square nock-up of ,Sel ene's” roof--an
exact copy of the real thing, made fromthe sane materials. Only the outer sheet of al um nized
fabric that served as a sun shield was missing; it was so thin and flinsy that it would not affect
the test.

The experiment was an absurdly sinple one, involving only three ingredients: a pointed
crowbar, a sledge hamer, and a frustrated engi neer, who, despite strenuous efforts, had not yet
succeeded in hammering the bar through the roof.

Anyone with a little know edge of lunar conditions woul d have guessed at once why he had
fail ed. The hanmmer, obviously, had only a sixth of its terrestrial weight; therefore-- equally
obviously--it was that nuch |less effective.

The reasoni ng woul d have been conpletely false. One of the hardest things for the | ayman
to understand was the difference between wei ght and mass, and the inability to do so had led to
countl ess accidents. For weight was an arbitrary characteristic; you could change it by noving
fromone world to another. On Earth, that hamrer would weigh six tines as much as it did here; on
the sun, it would be alnpbst two hundred tines heavier; and in space it would weigh nothing at all

But in all three places, and indeed throughout the Universe, its mass or inertia would be
exactly the same. The effort needed to set it noving at a certain speed, and the inpact it would
produce when stopped, would be constant through all space and tinme. On a nearly gravityless
asteroid, where it weighed |l ess than a feather, that hammer woul d pul verize a rock just as
effectively as on Earth.

"What's the troubl e?" said Law ence.

"The roof's too springy,"” explained the engineer, rubbing the sweat fromhis brow. "The
crowbar just bounces back every tine it's hit."

"I see. But will that happen when we're using a fifteen-neter pipe, with dust packed al
around it? That may absorb the recoil."

"Per haps--but |ook at this."

They kneel ed beneat h the nock-up and inspected the underside of the roof. Chalk lines had
been drawn upon it to indicate the position of the electric wiring, which had to be avoi ded at al
costs.

"This Fiberglas is so tough, you can't make a clean hole through it. Wen it does yield,

it splinters and tears. See-it's already begun to star. I'mafraid that if we try this bruteforce
approach, we'll crack the roof."

"And we can't risk that," Lawence agreed. "Well, drop the idea. If we can't pile drive,
we'll have to bore. Use a drill, screwed on the end of the pipe so it can be detached easily. How

are you getting on with the rest of the plunbing?”

"Al nost ready--it's all standard equi pnent. We should be finished in two or three hours."

“I'"I'l be back in two," said Lawrence. He did not add, as sonme men woul d have done, "I want
it finished by then." His staff was doing its utnmost, and one could neither bully nor cajole
trained and devoted nen into working faster than their maxi num Jobs like this could not be
rushed, and the deadline for ,Selene's” oxygen supply was still three days away. In a few hours,
if all went well, it would have been pushed into the indefinite future.

Unfortunately, all was going very far fromwell

Conmodor e Hansteen was the first to recognize the slow, insidious danger that was creeping
up upon them He had net it once before, when he had been wearing a faulty space suit on Ganynede-
an incident he had no wish to recall, but had never really forgotten.

"Pat," he said quietly, naking sure that no one could overhear. "Have you noticed any
difficulty in breathing?"

Pat | ooked startled, then answered, "Yes, now that you nention it. 1'd put it down to the
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heat . "

"So did | at first. But | know these synptons--especially the quick breathing. W're
runni ng i nto carbon-di oxi de poi soni ng."

"But that's ridiculous. W should be all right for another three days-unl ess sonething has
gone wong with the air purifiers.”

“"I"'mafraid it has. Wiat systemdo we use to get rid of the carbon dioxide?"

"Straight chemical absorption. It's a very sinple, reliable setup; we've never had any
trouble with it before."

"Yes, but it's never had to work under these conditions before. | think the heat may have
knocked out the chenmicals. Is there any way we can check then?"

Pat shook his head.

"No. The access hatch is on the outside of the hull."

"Sue, ny dear," said a tired voice which they hardly recognized as belonging to Ms.
Schuster, "do you have anything to fix a headache?"

"If you do," said another passenger, "lI'd like sone as well."

Pat and t he Commodore | ooked at each other gravely. The classic synptons were devel opi ng
wi th textbook precision.

"How | ong woul d you guess?" said Pat quietly.

"Two or three hours at the nost. And it will be at |east six before Lawmence and his nen
can get here."

It was then that Pat knew, w thout any further argument, that he was genuinely in | ove
with Sue. For his first reaction was not fear for his own safety, but anger and grief that, after
havi ng endured so nmuch, she would have to die within sight of rescue.

Chapter 18

When Tom Lawson woke up in that strange hotel room he was not even sure who he was, stil
| ess where he was. The fact that he had sone weight was his first rem nder that he was no | onger
on Lagrange-but he was not heavy enough for Earth. Then it was not a dreamj he was on the Mon,
and he really had been out into that deadly Sea of Thirst.

And he had helped to find ,Selene”; twenty-two nen and wormen now had a chance of life,
thanks to his skill and science. After all the disappointments and frustrations, his adol escent
dreanms of glory were about to come true. Now the world would have to nake anends to himfor its
i ndi fference and negl ect.

The fact that society had provided himwi th an education which, a century earlier, only a
few men could afford did nothing to alleviate Tom s grudge against it. Such treatnent was
automatic in this age, when every child was educated to the level that his intelligence and
aptitudes pernmitted. Now that civilization needed all the talent that it could find, nmerely to
mai ntain itself, any other educational policy would have been suicide. Tom gave no thanks to
society for providing the environnment in which he had obtained his doctor's degree; it had acted
inits own self-interest.

Yet this norning he did not feel quite so bitter about life or so cynical about human
bei ngs. Success and recognition are great enollients, and he was on his way to achieving both. But
there was nore to it than that; he had glinpsed a deeper satisfaction. Qut there on Duster Two,
when his fears and uncertainties had been about to overwhel mhim he had nade contact wi th anot her
human bei ng, and had worked in successful partnership with a man whose skill and courage he could
respect.

It was only a tenuous contact, and, like others in the past, it mght [ ead nowhere. A part
of his mnd, indeed, hoped that it would, so that he could once again assure hinself that all nen
were sel fish, sadistic scoundrels. Tom could no nore escape fromhis early boyhood than Charl es
Di ckens, for all his success and fame, could escape the shadows of the blacking factory that had
both netaphorically and literally darkened his youth. But he had nade a fresh begi nni ng--though he

still had very far to go before he becane a fully paid-up nenber of the human race.

When he had showered and tidied hinmself, he noticed the message that Spenser had |eft
lying on the table. "Mke yourself at hone," it said. "I've had to leave in a hurry. Mke G aham
is taking over fromne--call himat 3443 as soon as you're awake."

I"mhardly likely to call him,before” I'm awake, thought Tom whose excessively |ogica

mnd | oved to seize on such | ooseness of speech. But he obeyed Spenser's request, heroically
resisting the inpulse to order breakfast first.
When he got through to M ke Graham he discovered that he had slept through a very hectic
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six hours in the history of Port Roris, that Spenser had taken off in ,Auriga” for the Sea of
Thirst--and that the town was full of newsnen fromall over the Myon, nobst of them|ooking for Dr.
Lawson.

"Stay right where you are," said G aham whose nane and voice were both vaguely faniliar
to Tom he must have seen himon those rare occasions when he tuned in to lunar telecasts. "I'll
be over in five mnutes."

"I'mstarving," protested Tom

"Call room service and order anything you like--it's on us, of course--but don't go
outside the suite.”

Tom di d not resent being pushed around in this somewhat cavalier fashion; it neant, after
all, that he was now an inportant piece of property. He was nmuch nore annoyed by the fact that, as
anyone in Port Roris could have told him Mke Gahamarrived | ong before roomservice. It was a
hungry astronomer who now faced Mke's miniature teleeanera and tried to explain, for the benefit
of --as yet--only two hundred nmillion viewers, exactly how he had been able to | ocate Sel ene.

Thanks to the transformation wought by hunger and his recent experiences, he made a first-
class job of it. A few days ago, had any TV reporter managed to drag Lawson in front of a canera
to explain the technique of infrared detection, he would have been sw ftly and contenptuously
bl i nded by science. Tom woul d have given a no-hol ds-barred |l ecture full of such ternms as quantum
efficiency, black-body radiation, and spectral sensitivity that would have convi nced his audi ence
that the subject was extrenely conplex (which was true enough) and wholly inpossible for the
| ayman to understand (which was quite false).

But now he carefully and fairly patiently--despite the occasional urgent proddings of his
stomach--answered M ke Grahami s questions in terns that nost of his viewers could understand. To
the I arge section of the astronom cal conmmunity which Tom had scarred at sone time or other, it

was a revelation. Up in Lagrange |1, Professor Kotel nikov summari zed the feelings of all his
col | eagues when, at the end of the performance, he paid Tomthe ultimte conplinment. "Quite
frankly," he said in tones of incredul ous disbelief, "I would never have recogni zed him"

It was sonething of a feat to have squeezed seven men into ,Selene's” air |ock, but--as
Pat had denmonstrated--it was the only place where one could hold a private conference. The other
passengers doubtl ess wondered what was happeni ng; they woul d soon know.

When Hansteen had finished, his |isteners | ooked understandably worried, but not
particularly surprised. They were intelligent nen, and nust have al ready guessed the truth.

“I'mtelling you first," explained the Cormodore, "because Captain Harris and | deci ded
you were all |evel headed--and tough enough to give us help if we need it. | hope to God we won't,
but there may be trouble when | make ny announcenent.”

"And if there is?" said Harding.

"If anyone nakes a fuss, junp on them" answered the Conmopbdore briefly. "But be as casua
as you can when we go back into the cabin. Don't ook as if you're expecting a fight; that's the
best way to start one. Your job is to danp out panic before it spreads."

"Do you think it's fair," said Dr. MKenzie, "not to give an opportunity to--well, send
out some | ast nessages?”

"We thought of that, but it would take a long tinme and woul d make everyone conpletely
depressed. W& want to get this through as quickly as possible. The sooner we act, the better our
chance. "

"Do you really think we have one?" asked Barrett.

"Yes," said Hansteen, "though |I'd hate to quote the odds. No nore questions? Bryan?
Johanson? Right--let's go."

As they marched back into the cabin, and took their places, the remaining passengers
| ooked at themwith curiosity and growi ng alarm Hansteen did not keep themin suspense.

"I've some grave news," he said, speaking very slowy. "You nust all have noticed
difficulty in breathing, and several of you have conpl ai ned about headaches.

"Yes, I'mafraid it's the air. W still have plenty of oxygen--that's not our problem But
we can't get rid of the carbon di oxide we exhale; it's accunul ating inside the cabin. Wy, we
don't know. My guess is that the heat has knocked out the chemical absorbers. But the explanation
hardly matters, for there's nothing we can do about it." He had to stop and take several deep
breat hs before he could continue.

"So we have to face this situation. Your breathing difficulties will get steadily worse;
so will your headaches. | won't attenpt to fool you. The rescue teamcan't possibly reach us in
under six hours, and we can't wait that |ong."

There was a stifled gasp from sonmewhere in the audi ence. Hansteen avoi ded | ooking for its
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source. A nonent l|ater there canme a stertorous snore fromMs. Schuster. At another tine it would
have been funny, but not now She was one of the lucky ones; she was already peacefully, if not
qui etly, unconscious.

The Commodore refilled his lungs. It was tiring to talk for any length of tine.

“I'f I couldn't offer you sone hope," he continued, "I would have said nothing. But we do
have one chance and we have to take it soon. It's not a very pleasant one, but the alternative is
much worse. M ss WIKkins, please hand ne the sleep tubes.”

There was a deathly silence--not even interrupted by Ms. Schuster--as the stewardess
handed over a small netal box. Hansteen opened it, and took out a white cylinder the size and
shape of a cigarette.

"“You probably know," he continued, "that all space vehicles are conpelled by law to carry
these in their medicine chests. They are quite painless, and will knock you out for ten hours.

That may nean all the difference between life and death-for man's respiration rate is cut by nore
than fifty per cent when he's unconscious. So our air will last twice as long as it would
ot herwi se. Long enough, we hope, for Port Roris to reach us.

"Now, it's essential for at |east one person to renmain awake to keep in touch with the
rescue team And to be on the safe side, we should have two. One of them nust be the Captain;
thi nk that goes wi thout argunent."”

"And | suppose the other should be you?" said an all-toofamliar voice.

"I'mreally very sorry for you, Mss Mrley," said Cormobdore Hansteen, w thout the
slightest sign of resentnment--for there was no point, now, in naking an issue of a matter that had
al ready been settled. "Just to renpbve any possible m sconceptions--"

Bef ore anyone quite realized what had happened, he had pressed the cylinder to his
forearm

“I'"1l hope to see you all--ten hours fromnow " he said, very slowy but distinctly, as he
wal ked to the nearest seat. He had barely reached it when he slunped quietly into oblivion

It's all your show now, Pat told hinself as he got to his feet. For a nmonent he felt like
addressing a few well-chosen words to Mss Mirley; then he realized that to do so would sp oil the
dignity of the Compdore's exit.

“I"'mthe captain of this vessel,"
say goes."

"Not with ,me”," retorted the indomtable Mss Mrley. "I'ma paying passenger and | have
my rights. 1've not the slightest intention of using one of those things."

The bl asted woman seened unsnubbable. Pat was al so conpelled to admit that she had guts.
He had a brief, nightmare glinpse of the future that her words suggested. Te hours alone with Mss
Morl ey, and no one else to talk to.

He glanced at the five trouble shooters. The nearest to M Mrley was the Jamai can civi
engi neer, Robert Bryan. He | ooked ready and willing to nove into action, but Pat still hoped that
unpl easant ness coul d be avoi ded.

"I don't wish to argue about rights,” he said, "but if you were to | ook at the small print
on your tickets, you'd discover that, in an energency, |'min absolute charge here. In any event,
this is for your own good, and your own confort. |'d nuch rather be asleep than awake while we
wait for the rescue teamto get here.”

"That goes for ne, too," said Professor Jayawardene unexpectedly. "As the Comopdore said,
it will conserve the air, so it's our only chance. Mss WIlkins, will you give nme one of those
t hi ngs?"

The calmlogic of this helped to | ower the enotional tenperature; so did the Professor's
snmoot h, obviously confortable slide into unconsci ousness. Two down and ei ghteen to go, nurnured
Pat under his breath.

"Let's waste no nore tinme," he said aloud. "As you can see, these shots are entirely
pai nl ess. There's a microjet hypoderm c inside each cylinder, and you won't even feel a pinprick."
Sue was al ready handing out the innocent-looking little tubes, and several of the

passengers had used them i medi ately. There went the Schusters (lrving, with a reluctant and
touchi ng tenderness, had pressed the tube against the armof his sleeping wife) and the enigmatic
M. Radley. That left fifteen. Who would be next?

Now Sue had come to Mss Mrley. This is it, thought Pat. If she was ,still” determined to
make a fuss

He m ght have guessed it.

"I thought | nade it ,quite” clear that | don't want one of these things. Please take it

he said in a firm |low voice. "And from now on, what

away. "
Robert Bryan began to inch forward, but it was the sardonic, English voice of David
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Barrett that did the trick.

"What ,really” worries the good | ady, Captain," he said, obviously placing his barb with
relish, "is that you may take advantage of her in her hel pless condition.”

For a few seconds, Mss Mrley sat speechless with fury, while her cheeks turned a bright
crimson.

“I've never been so insulted in ny--" she began

"Nor have ,1”, madam" interjected Pat, conpleting her denoralization. She | ooked round
the circle of faces--nmpst of them sol emm, but several grinning, even at a tinme |like this-- and
realized that there was only one way out.

As she slunped in her seat, Pat breathed a vast sigh of relief. After that little episode,
the rest shoul d be easy.

Then he saw that Ms. WIlians, whose birthday had been celebrated in such Spartan style
only a few hours before, was staring in a kind of frozen trance at the cylinder in her hand. The
poor woman was obviously terrified, and no one could blame her. In the next seat, her husband had
al ready collapsed; it was a little ungallant, Pat thought, to have gone first and left his wife to
fend for herself.

Bef ore he could take any action, Sue had noved forward.

“I"'mso sorry, Ms. WIllianms, | nade a nmistake. | gave you an enpty one. Perhaps you'l
l et nme have it back. "

The whol e thing was done so neatly that it |ooked like a conjuring trick. Sue took-or
seened to take-the tube fromthe unresisting fingers, but as she did so she nust have jolted it
against Ms. WIllians. The |ady never knew what had happened; she quietly folded up and joi ned her
husband.

Hal f the conpany was unconsci ous now. On the whol e, thought Pat, there had been renarkably
little fuss. Compdore Hansteen had been too nuch of a pessimst; the riot squad had not been
necessary, after all.

Then, with a slight sinking feeling, he noticed something that made hi m change his m nd
It looked as if, as usual, the Commpbdore had known exactly what he was doing. Mss Mrley was not
going to be the only difficult custoner.

It was at |least two years since Lawence had been inside an igloo. There was a tine, when
he had been a junior engi neer out on construction projects, when he had lived in one for weeks on
end, and had forgotten what it was |like to be surrounded by rigid walls. Since those days, of
course, there had been many inprovenents in design; it was now no particular hardship to live in a
hone that would fold up into a small trunk

This was one of the | atest nodel s--a Goodyear Mark XX--and it could sustain six men for an
indefinite period, as long as they were supplied with power, water, food, and oxygen. The igl oo
could provide everything el se-even entertainment, for it had a built-in mcrolibrary of books,
nmusi ¢, and video. This was no extravagant |uxury, though the auditors queried it with great
regularity. In space, boredomcould be a killer. It mght take |onger than, say, a leak in an air
line, but it could be just as effective, and was soneti nes nmuch nessier

Law ence stooped slightly to enter the air lock. In sone of the old nodels, he renenbered,
you practically had to go down on hands and knees. He waited for the "pressure equalized" signal
then stepped into the hem spherical nain chanber.

It was |ike being inside a balloon; indeed, that was exactly where he was. He coul d see
only part of the interior, for it had been divided into several conpartnments by novabl e screens.
(Anot her nodern refinement; in ,his” day, the only privacy was that given by the curtain across
the toilet.) Overhead, three nmeters above the floor, were the lights and the air-conditioning
grille, suspended fromthe ceiling by elastic webbing. Against the curved wall stood coll apsible
metal racks, only partly erected. Fromthe other side of the nearest screen canme the sound of a
voi ce reading froman inventory, while every few seconds another interjected, "Check."

Law ence stepped around the screen and found hinself in the dormtory section of the
i gloo. Like the wall racks, the doubl e bunks had not been fully erected; it was nmerely necessary
to see that all the bits and pieces were in their place, for as soon as the inventory was
conpl eted everything woul d be packed and rushed to the site.

Law ence did not interrupt the two storenen as they continued their careful stock-taking
This was one of those unexciting but vital jobs--of which there were so many on the Mon--upon
which |ives could depend. A nmistake here could be a sentence of death for soneone, sonetine in the
future.

When the checkers had conme to the end of a sheet, Lawence said, "Is this the | argest
nmodel you have in stock?"
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"The largest that's serviceable" was the answer. "W have a twel ve-man Mark Nineteen, but
there's a slow leak in the outer envel ope that has to be fixed."

"How |l ong will that take?"

"Only a few minutes. But then there's a twelve-hour inflation test before we're allowed to
check it out."

This was one of those tines when the nan who nade the rules had to break them

"We can't wait to make the full test. Put on a double patch and take a |eak reading; if
it's inside the standard tol erance, get the igloo checked out right away. |'ll authorize the
cl earance. "

The risk was trivial, and he nmight need that big done in a hurry. Sonehow, he had to
provide air and shelter for twentytwo nen and wonen out there on the Sea of Thirst. They couldn't
all wear space suits fromthe tine they left ,Selene” until they were ferried back to Port Roris.

There was a "beep beep" fromthe comruni cator behind his left ear. He flicked the switch
at his belt and acknow edged the call.

"C. E E speaking."

"Message from ,Selene”, sir

said a clear, tiny voice. "Very urgent--they're in trouble.”

Chapter 19

Until now, Pat had scarcely noticed the man who was sitting with folded arns in w ndow
seat 3D, and had to think twice to renenber his nane. It was sonething like Builder--that was it,
.Baldur”, Hans Baldur. He had | ooked |ike the typical quiet tourist who never gave any trouble.

He was still quiet, but no |onger typical--for he was renmining stubbornly conscious. At
first sight he appeared to be ignoring everything around him but the twi tching of a cheek nmuscle
betrayed his tenseness.

"What are you waiting for, Mster Bal dur?" asked Pat, in the nost neutral tone that he
could manage. He felt very glad of the noral and physical support ranged behind him Bal dur did
not | ook exceptionally strong, but he was certainly nore than Pat's Mon-born nmuscles could have
coped with--if it cane to that.

Bal dur shook his head, and remai ned staring out of the window for all the world as if he
coul d see sonething there besides his own reflection

"You can't make nme take that stuff, and I'mnot going to,'
Engl i sh.

"I don't want to force you to do anything," answered Pat. "But can't you see it's for your
own good--and for the good of everyone el se? Wat possible objection do you have?"

Bal dur hesitated and seened to be struggling for words.

"It's--it's against nmy principles," he said. "Yes, that's it. My religion won't allow nme
to take injections."

Pat knew vaguely that there were people with such scruples. Yet he did not for a noment
bel i eve that Bal dur was one of them The nan was |ying. But why?

"Can | nmake a point?" said a voice behind Pat's back

"Of course, Mster Harding," he answered, welcom ng anything that might break this
i mpasse.

"You say you won't permit any injections, Mster Baldur," continued Harding, in tones that
rem nded Pat of his crossexam nation of Ms. Schuster. (How | ong ago that seened!) "But | can tel
that you weren't born on the Moon. No one can m ss going through Quarantine--so, how did you get
here wi thout taking the usual shots?"

The question obviously left Baldur extrenmely agitated.

he said, in heavily accented

"That's no busi ness of yours," he snapped.
"Quite true," said Harding pleasantly. "I"'monly trying to be helpful." He stepped forward
and reached out his left hand. "I don't suppose you'd let nme see your Interplanetary Vaccination

Certificate?"

That was a damm silly thing to ask, thought Pat. No hunan eye could read the nmagnetically
inscribed information on an |VC. He wondered if this would occur to Baldur, and if so, what he
woul d do about it.

He had no tinme to do anything. He was still staring, obviously taken by surprise, at
Hardi ng' s open pal m when Bal dur's interrogator noved his other hand so swiftly that Pat never saw
exactly what happened. It was like Sue's conjuring trick with Ms. WIlians-but far nore
spectacul ar, and also nuch deadlier. As far as Pat could judge, it involved the side of the hand
and the base of the neck--and it was not, he was quite sure, the kind of skill he ever wi shed to
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acquire.

"That will hold himfor fifteen mnutes,"” said Harding in a matter-of-fact voice, as
Bal dur crunpled up in his seat. "Can you give ne one of those tubes? Thanks." He pressed the
cylinder against the unconscious man's arm there was no sign that it had any additional effect.

The situation, thought Pat, had got sonmewhat out of his control. He was grateful that
Hardi ng had exercised his singular skills, but was not entirely happy about them

"Now what was all that?" he asked, a little plaintively.

Harding rolled up Baldur's left sleeve, and turned the armover to reveal the fleshy
undersi de. The skin was covered with literally hundreds of al nbst invisible pinpricks.

"Know what that is?" he said quietly.

Pat nodded. Sonme had taken |onger to nake the trip than others, but by now all the vices
of weary old Earth had reached the Moon

“You can't blame the poor devil for not giving his reasons. He's been conditioned agai nst
usi ng the needle. Judging fromthe state of those scars, he started his cure only a few weeks ago.
Now it's psychologically inpossible for himto accept an injection. | hope |'ve not given hima
rel apse, but that's the |east of his worries."

"How di d he ever get through Quarantine?"

"Ch, there's a special section for people like this. The doctors don't talk about it, but
the custoners get tenporary deconditioning under hypnosis. There are nore of themthan you m ght
think; a trip to the Mon's highly recomended as part of the cure. It gets you away from your
original environment."

There were quite a few other questions that Pat would have |iked to ask Hardi ng, but they
had al ready wasted several ninutes. Thank heavens all the renai ni ng passengers had gone under
That | ast denonstration of judo, or whatever it was, nust have encouraged any stragglers.

“You won't need ne any nore," said Sue, with a small, brave snile. "Good-by, Pat--wake ne
when it's over."

"I will,"” he pronmised, lowering her gently into the space between the seat rows. "O not
he added, when he saw that her eyes were cl osed.
He renmai ned bendi ng ovet her for several seconds before he regained enough control to face
the others. There were so many things he wanted to tell her, but now the opportunity was gone,
per haps forever.
Swal | owi ng to overconme the dryness in his throat, he turned to the five survivors. There

at all,’

was still one nore problemto deal with, and David Barrett sumed it up for him

"Well, Captain,” he said. "Don't |eave us in suspense. Wich of us do you want to keep you
conpany?"

One by one, Pat handed over five of the sleep tubes.

"Thank you for your help," he said. "I knowthis is alittle melodramatic, but it's the

neatest way. Only four of those will work."
"I hope mine will," said Barrett, wasting no tinme. It did. A few seconds |ater, Harding,
Bryan, and Johanson followed the Englishnan into oblivion.

"Well," said Dr. MKenzie, "I seemto be odd man out. I'mflattered by your choice--or did
you |l eave it to | uck?"
"Before | answer that question," replied Pat, "I'd better let Port Roris know what's

happened. "

He wal ked to the radi o and gave a brief survey of the situation. There was a shocked
silence fromthe other end. A few mnutes later, Chief Engineer Lawence was on the line.

"You did the best thing, of course,"” he said, when Pat had repeated his story in nore
detail. "Even if we hit no snags, we can't possibly reach you in under five hours. WIIl you be
able to hold out until then?"

"The two of us, yes," answered Pat. "W can take turns using the space-suit breathing
circuit. It's the passengers |I'mworried about."

"The only thing you can do is to check their respiration, and give thema blast of oxygen

if they seemdistressed. We'll do our damedest fromthis end. Anything nore you want to say?"
Pat thought for a few seconds.
"No," he said, alittle wearily. "I'Il call you again on each quarter-hour. ,Selene” out."

He got to his feet--slowy, for the strain and the carbon-di oxi de poi soni ng were now
beginning to tell heavily upon him-and said to McKenzie: "Right, Doc--give ne a hand with that
space suit."

"“I'"'mashamed of nyself. 1'd forgotten all about that."

"And | was worried because sone of the other passengers m ght have renenbered. They nust
all have seen it, when they cane in through the air lock. It just goes to prove how you can
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over| ook the obvious."

It took themonly five mnutes to detach the absorbent canisters and the twenty-four-hour
oxygen supply fromthe suit; the whole breathing circuit had been designed for quick release, in
case it was ever needed for artificial respiration. Not for the first time, Pat blessed the skill
i ngenuity, and foresight that had been | avished on ,Selene”. There were sone things that had been
overl ooked, or that mght have been done a little better--but not many.

Their lungs aching, the only two nen still conscious aboard the cruiser stood staring at
each other across the gray nmetal cylinder that held another day of |ife. Then, sinultaneously,
each said: "You go first."

They | aughed w t hout much hunor at the hackneyed situation, then Pat answered, "I won't
argue" and placed the mask over his face.
Li ke a cool sea breeze after a dusty sumrer day, like a wind fromthe nountain pine

forests stirring the stagnant air in sonme deep | ow ands valley--so the fl ow of oxygen seened to
Pat. He took four slow, deep breaths, and exhaled to the fullest extent, to sweep the carbon

di oxi de out of his lungs. Then, |ike a pipe of peace, he handed the breathing kit over to
McKenzi e.

Those four breaths had been enough to invigorate him and to sweep away the cobwebs that
had been gathering in his brain. Perhaps it was partly psychol ogical --could a few cubic
centineters of oxygen have had so profound an effect?--but whatever the explanation, he felt |ike
a new man. Now he could face the five-or nore--hours of waiting that |ay ahead.

Ten nminutes later, he felt another surge of confidence. Al the passengers seened to be
breathing as nornally as could be expected--very slowy, but steadily. He gave each one a few
seconds of oxygen, then called Base again.

",Sel ene” here," he said. "Captain Harris reporting. Doctor MKenzie and | both feel quite
fit now, and none of the passengers seemdistressed. I'Il remain listening out, and will call you
again on the hal f-hour."

"Message received. But hold on a minute, several of the news agencies want to speak to
you. "

"Sony," Pat answered. "l've given all the information there is, and |I've twenty
unconsci ous nmen and women to | ook after. ,Selene” out."

That was only an excuse, of course, and a feeble one at that; he was not even sure why he
had made it. He felt, in a sudden and uncharacteristic burst of rancor: Wiy, a nan can't even die
i n peace nowadays! Had he known about that waiting canera, only five kilonmeters away, his reaction
ni ght have been even stronger

"You still haven't answered ny question, Captain," said Dr. MKenzie patiently.

"What question? Ch--that. No, it wasn't |luck. The Commodore and | both thought you'd be
the nost useful man to have awake. You're a scientist, you spotted the overheati ng danger before
anyone el se did, and you kept quiet about it when we asked you to."

"Well, I'"Il try to live up to your expectations. | certainly feel nore alert than |'ve
done for hours. It nust be the oxygen we're sniffing. The big question is: Howlong will it |ast?"

"Between the two of us, twelve hours. Plenty of time for the skis to get here. But we nay
have to give nost of it to the others, if they show signs of distress. I'"'mafraid it's going to be

a very close thing."

They were both sitting cross-legged on the floor, just beside the pilot's position, with
t he oxygen bottle between them Every few minutes they would take turns with the inhaler-- but
only two breaths at a tinme. | never inmagined, Pat told hinself, that | should ever get involved in
t he nunber-one cliche of the TV space operas. But it had occurred in real life too often to be
funny any nore--especially when it was happening to you

Bot h Pat and MKenzie--or alnpbst certainly one of them- could survive if they abandoned
the other passengers to their fate. Trying to keep these twenty nen and wonen alive, they m ght
al so doom t hensel ves.

The situation was one in which |ogic warred agai nst consci ence. But it was nothing new,
certainly it was not peculiar to the age of space. It was as old as Mankind, for countless tines
in the past, lost or isolated groups had faced death through | ack of water, food, or warnth. Now
it was oxygen that was in short supply, but the principle was just the sane.

Some of those groups had |eft no survivors; others, a handful who would spend the rest of
their lives in self-justification. What nust George Pollard, late captain of the whaler ,Essex”,
have thought as he wal ked the streets of Nantucket, with the taint of cannibalismupon his soul?
That was a two- hundredyear-old story of which Pat had never heard; he lived on a world too busy
making its own |l egends to inport those of Earth. As far as he was concerned, he had al ready made
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his choice, and he knew, without asking, that MKenzie would agree with him Neither was the sort
of man who would fight over the I ast bubble of oxygen in the tank. But if it ,did” come to a fight-

"What are you snmiling at?" asked MKenzie.

Pat rel axed. There was sonething about this burly Australian scientist that he found very
reassuri ng. Hansteen gave himthe same inpression, but MKenzie was a much younger man. There were
sonme people you knew -that you could trust, whomyou were certain would never |let you down. He had
that feeling about MKenzie.

"If you want to know," he said, putting down the oxygen mask, "I was thinking that I
woul dn't have nuch of a chance if you decided to keep the bottle for yourself."

McKenzi e | ooked a little surprised; then he too grinned.

"l thought all you Mon-born were sensitive about that," he said.

",1'"ve” never felt that way," Pat answered. "After all, brains are nore inportant than
muscles. | can't help it that | was bred in a gravity field a sixth of yours. Anyway, how could
you tell | was Moon-born?"

"Well, it's partly your build. You all have that sane tall, slender physique. And there's

your skin color--the U V. lanvs never seemto give you the sane tan as natural sunlight."

“"It's certainly tanned ,you”," retorted Pat with a grin. "At night, you nust be a nenace
to navigation. Incidentally, how did you get a nane |ike MKenzie?"

Having had little contact with the racial tensions that were not yet wholly extinct on
Earth, Pat could make such remarks wi thout enbarrassnent--indeed, wi thout even realizing that they
m ght cause enbarrassnent.

"My grandfather had it bestowed on himby a mssionary when he was baptized. |'mvery
doubtful if it has any--ah-- genetic significance. To the best of my know edge, |I'ma full bl ooded
abo. "

" Abo?"

"Aboriginal. W were the people occupying Australia before the whites cane al ong. The
subsequent events were sonewhat depressing.”

Pat's know edge of terrestrial history was vague; |ike nost residents of the Mon, he
tended to assune that nothing of great inportance had ever happened before 8 Novenber 1967, when
the fiftieth anniversary of the Russian Revol ution had been so spectacul arly cel ebrated.

"l suppose there was war?"

"You could hardly call it that. W had spears and boonerangs; they had guns. Not to
mention T.B. and V.D., which were much nore effective. It took us about a hundred and fifty years
to get over the inpact. It's only in the last century-- since about nineteen forty--that our
nunbers started going up again. Now there are about a hundred thousand of us-- al nost as nmany as
when your ancestors cane."

McKenzie delivered this information with an ironic detachnent that took any personal sting
out of it, but Pat thought that he had better disclaimresponsibility for the m sdeeds of his
terrestrial predecessors.

"Don't blane ne for what happened on Earth," he said. "I've never been there, and | never
will--1 couldn't face that gravity. But |'ve |ooked at Australia plenty of tines through the
tel escope. | have sone sentinental feeling for the place-- mnmy parents took off from Wonera."

"And ny ancestors named it; a woonera's a booster stage for spears.”

"Are any of your people," asked Pat, choosing his words with care, "still living in
primtive conditions? |I've heard that's still true, in sone parts of Asia.”

"The old tribal life's gone. It went very quickly, when the African nations in the U N
started bullying Australia. Often quite unfairly, | mght add--for I'man Australian first, and an

aboriginal second. But | nust adnmit that my white countrymen were often pretty stupid; they nust
have been, to think that we were stupid! Wiy, 'way into the last century sonme of themstil
t hought we were Stone Age savages. Qur technol ogy was Stone Age, all right--but we weren't."

There seened not hing i ncongruous to Pat about this discussion, beneath the surface of the
Moon, of a way of life so distant both in space and tine. He and McKenzie would have to entertain
each other, keep an eye on their twenty unconsci ous conpanions, and fight off sleep, for at |east
five nmore hours. This was as good a way as any of doing it.

"If your people weren't in the Stone Age, Doc--and just for the sake of argunent, |'lI
grant that ,you” aren't--how did the whites get that idea?"

"Sheer stupidity, with the help of a preconceived bias. It's an easy assunption that if a
man can't count, wite, or speak good English, he nust be unintelligent. | can give you a perfect
exanple fromny own fanmly. My grandfather--the first MKenzie--lived to see the year two
t housand, but he never |earned to count beyond ten. And his description of a total eclipse of the
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Moon was ' Kerosene | anp bilong Jesus Christ he bugger-up finish altogether.

"Now, | can wite down the differential equations of the Moon's orbital notion, but I
don't claimto be brighter than Grandfather. If we'd been switched in time, he nmight have been the
better physicist. Qur opportunities were different-that's all. G andfather never had occasion to
learn to count; and | never had to raise a famly in the desert--which was a highly skilled, full-
time job."

"Perhaps," said Pat thoughtfully, "we could do with sone of your grandfather's skills
here. For that's what we're trying to do now-survive in a desert."

"l suppose you could put it that way, though I don't think that boonerang and fire stick
woul d be nuch use to us. Maybe we could use sone magic--but I'mafraid | don't know any, and
doubt if the tribal gods could make it from Arnhem Land."

"Do you ever feel sorry," asked Pat, "about the breakup of your people's way of |ife?"

"How could 1? | scarcely knewit. | was born in Brisbane, and had |l earned to run an
el ectroni c conputer before | ever saw a corroboree--"
"A what ?"
"Tribal religious dance--and half the participants in ,that” were taking degrees in
cul tural anthropology. I've no romantic illusions about the sinple |life and the nobl e savage. My

ancestors were fine people, and |I'mnot ashaned of them but geography had trapped themin a dead
end. After the struggle for sheer existence, they had no energy left for a civilization. In the
long run, it was a good thing that the white settlers arrived, despite their charm ng habit of
selling us poisoned flour when they wanted our |and."

"They did ,that?""

"They certainly did. But why are you surprised? That was a good hundred years before
Bel sen. "

Pat thought this over for a few mnutes. Then he | ooked at his watch and said, with a
di stinct expression of relief: "Tine | reported to Base again. Let's have a quick | ook at the
passengers first."

Chapter 20

There was no tine now, Lawence realized, to worry about inflatable igloos and the other
refinements of gracious living in the Sea of Thirst. Al that mattered was getting those air pipes
down into the cruiser. The engineers and technicians would just have to sweat it out in the suits
until the job was finished. Their ordeal would not last for long. If they could not manage inside
five or six hours, they could turn round and go hone again, and | eave ,Selene” to the world after
whi ch she was naned.

In the workshops of Port Roris, unsung and unrecorded miracles of inprovisation were now
bei ng achieved. A conplete air-conditioning plant, with its |iquid-oxygen tanks, hunmidity and
car bon-di oxi de absorbers, tenperature and pressure regulators, had to be dismantled and | oaded on
to a sledge. So did a small drilling rig, hurled by shuttle rocket fromthe Geophysics Division at
Clavius. So did the specially designed plunbs ing, which now had to work at the first attenpt, for
there woul d be no opportunity for nodifications.

Lawence did not attenpt to drive his men; he knew it was unnecessary. He kept in the
background, checking the flow of equi pnent from stores and workshop out to the skis, and trying to
think of every snag that could possibly arise. Wat tools would be needed? Were there enough
spares? WAs the raft being | oaded on to the skis last, so that it could be off-loaded first? Wuld
it be safe to punp oxygen into ,Selene” before connecting up the exhaust |ine? These, and a
hundred other details--some trivial, sonme vital--passed through his mnd. Several tinmes he called
Pat to ask for technical information, such as the internal pressure and tenperature, whether the
cabin relief valve had bl own off yet (it hadn't; probably it was jamed with dust), and advice on
the best spots to drill through the roof. And each tine Pat answered with increasing sl owness and
difficulty.

Despite all attenpts to nake contact with him Lawence resolutely refused to speak to the
newsmen now swarning round Port Roris and janming half the sound and vision circuits between Earth
and Moon. He had issued one brief statement explaining the position and what he intended doing
about it; the rest was up to the adninistrative people. It was their job to protect himso that he
could get on with his work undi sturbed; he had made that quite clear to the Tourist Conmi ssioner,
and had hung up before Davis could argue with him

He had no tine, of course, even to glance at the TV coverage hinself, though he had heard
that Doctor Lawson was rapidly establishing a reputation as a sonewhat prickly personality. That,
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he presuned, was the work of the Interplanet News man i nto whose hands he had dunped the
astrononer; the fellow should be feeling quite happy about it.

The fellow was feeling nothing of the sort. Hi gh on the ranparts of the Muntains of
I naccessibility, whose title he had so convincingly refuted, Muurice Spenser was heading swiftly
toward that ulcer he had avoided all his working life. He had spent a hundred thousand stollars to
get ,Auriga” here--and now it |looked as if there would be no story after all

It would all be over before the skis could arrive; the suspense-packed, breath-taking
rescue operation that would keep billions glued to their screens was never going to materialize.
Few peopl e coul d have resisted watching twenty-two nmen and wonen snatched from death; but no one
woul d want to see an exhumati on.

That was Spenser's col d-bl ooded anal ysis of the situation fromthe newscaster's viewpoint,
but as a human bei ng he was equally unhappy. It was a terrible thing to sit here on the nountain
only five kilonmeters away frominpendi ng tragedy, yet able to do absolutely nothing to avert it.
He felt al nost ashaned of every breath he took, knowi ng that those people down there were
suffocating. Tine and again he had wondered if there was anything that ,Auriga” could do to help
(the news value of this did not, of course, escape him, but now he was sure that she could only
be a spectator. That inplacable Sea ruled out all possibility of aid.

He had covered disasters before, but this tine he felt uncomonly |ike a ghoul

It was very peaceful now, aboard ,Sel ene”--so peaceful that one had to fight agai nst
sl eep. How pl easant it would be, thought Pat, if he could join the others, dream ng happily al
around him He envied them and sonetinmes felt jealous of them Then he would take a few draughts
fromthe dwi ndling store of oxygen, and reality would close in upon himas he recogni zed his
peril.

A single nman coul d never have renmi ned awake, or kept an eye on twenty unconsci ous nen and
worren, feedi ng them oxygen whenever they showed signs of respiratory distress. He and MKenzie had
acted as nutual watchdogs; several tines each had dragged the other back fromthe verge of sleep
There woul d have been no difficulty had there been plenty of oxygen, but that one bottle was
becom ng rapidly exhausted. It was nmaddening to know that there were still many kil ograns of
liquid oxygen in the cruiser's main tanks, but there was no way in which they could use it. The
autonmatic systemwas netering it through the evaporators and into the cabin, where it was at once
contami nated by the now al nost unbreat habl e at nosphere.

Pat had never known tine to nove so slowy. It seenmed quite incredible that only four
hours had passed since he and McKenzie had been left to guard their sleeping conpanions. He could
have sworn that they had been here for days, talking quietly together, calling Port Roris every
fifteen mnutes, checking pul ses and respiration, and doling out oxygen with a miserly hand.

But nothing lasts forever. Over the radio, fromthe world which neither man really
beli eved he woul d ever see again, canme the news they had been waiting for

"W're on the way," said the weary but deternined voice of Chief Engineer Lawrence. "You
only have to hang on for another hour--we'll be on top of you by then. How are you feeling?"

"Very tired," said Pat slowy. "But we can nake it."

"And t he passengers?"

"Just the sane."

"Right--1'"11 call you every ten minutes. Leave your receiver on, volune high. This is Med
Division's idea--they don't want to risk your falling asleep."

The bl are of brass thundered across the face of the Mon, then echoed on past the Earth
and out into the far reaches of the solar system Hector Berlioz could never have dreaned that,
two centuries after he had conposed it, the soul-stirring rhythmof his "Rakoczy March" woul d
bring hope and strength to nen fighting for their lives on another world.

As the music reverberated round the cabin, Pat |ooked at Dr. MKenzie with a wan snile

"It may be ol d-fashioned," he said, "but it's working."

The bl ood was pounding in his veins, his foot was tapping with the beat of the music. Qut
of the lunar sky, flashing down from space, had conme the tranmp of marching arm es, the thunder of
cavalry across a thousand battlefields, the call of bugles that had once sunmoned nations to neet
their destiny. Al gone, long ago, and that was well for the world. But they had | eft behind them
nmuch that was fine and nobl e--exanpl es of heroismand self-sacrifice, proofs that nen could still
hol d on when their bodies should have passed the limts of physical endurance.

As his lungs |labored in the stagnant air, Pat Harris knew that he had need of such
inspiration fromthe past, if he was to survive the endl ess hour that |ay ahead.
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Aboard the tiny, cluttered deck of Duster One, Chief Engi neer Law ence heard the sane
musi ¢, and reacted in the same fashion. His little fleet was indeed going into battle, against the
eneny that Man would face to the end of time. As he spread across the Universe fromplanet to
pl anet and sun to sun, the forces of Nature would be arrayed against himin ever new and
unexpected ways. Even Earth, after all these aeons, still had many traps for the unwary, and on a
world that men had known for only a lifetime, death lurked in a thousand i nnocent disguises.

Whet her or not the Sea of Thirst was robbed of its prey, Lawrence was sure of one thing--tonorrow
there woul d be a fresh chall enge.

Each ski was towing a single sledge, piled high with equipnment which | ooked heavi er and
nore inpressive than it really was; nost of the |load was nerely the enpty druns upon which the
raft would float. Everything not absolutely essential had been | eft behind. As soon as Duster One
had dunped its cargo, Lawence would send it straight back to Port Rons for the next |oad. Then he
woul d be able to maintain a shuttle service between the site and Base, so that if he wanted
anyt hi ng qui ckly he would never have to wait nore than an hour for it. This, of course, was taking
the optimstic view, by the tine he got to ,Selene”, there mght be no hurry at all

As the Port buil dings dropped swiftly bel ow the sky |line, Lawence ran through the
procedure with his nen. He had intended to do a full-dress rehearsal before sailing, but that was
anot her plan that had had to be abandoned through | ack of time. The first count-clown would be the
only one that mattered.

"Jones, Sikorsky, Col eman, Matsul, when we arrive at the nmarker, you're to unload the
drums and lay themout in the right pattern. As soon as that's done, Bruce and Hodges will fix the
cross-nmenbers. Be very careful not to drop any of the nuts and bolts, and keep all your tools tied

to you. If you accidentally fall off, don't panic; you can only sink a few centineters. | know.

"Si korsky, Jones, you give a hand with the flooring as soon as the raft framework's fi xed.
Col eman, Matsui, imediately there's enough working space, start laying out the air pipes and the
pl umbi ng. G eenwood, Renaldi, you're in charge of the drilling operation--"

So it went on, point by point. The greatest danger, Law ence knew, was that his nmen would
get in each other's way as they worked in this confined space. A single trifling accident, and the
whol e effort would be wasted. One of Lawence's private fears, which had been worrying hi mever
since they left Port Roris, was that sonme vital tool had been |eft behind. And there was an even
wor se ni ghtmare--that the twenty-two men and wonen in ,Selene” nmight die within minutes of rescue
because the only wench that could nake the final connection had been dropped overboard.

On the Muntains of Inaccessibility, Muwurice Spenser was staring through his binoculars
and listening to the radio voices calling across the Sea of Thirst. Every ten mnutes Law ence
woul d speak to ,Sel ene”, and each tine the pause before the reply would be a little [onger. But
Harris and McKenzie were still clinging to consciousness, thanks to sheer will power and,
presumabl y, the musical encouragenent they were getting fromddavius City.

"What's that psychol ogi st disc jockey punping into them now?" asked Spenser. On the other
side of the control cabin, the ship's Radio Oficer turned up the volune, and the Val kyries rode
above the Muntains of Inaccessibility.

"I don't believe," grumbled Captain Anson, "that they've played anything later than the
ni neteenth century."

"Ch yes they have," corrected Jules Braques, as he nade sone infinitesinal adjustnent to
his canera. "They did Khachaturian's ' Sabre Dance' just now. That's only a hundred years old."

"Time for Duster One to call again," said the Radio O ficer. The cabin becane instantly
silent.

Ri ght on the second, the dust-ski signal cane in. The expedition was now so cl ose that
~Auriga” could receive it directly, without benefit of the relay from Lagrange.

"Lawrence calling ,Selene”. W'll be over you in ten ninutes. Are you O K ?"

Agai n that agoni zing pause; this time it lasted al nost five seconds. Then

",Sel ene” answering. No change here."

That was all. Pat Harris was not wasting his remaining breath.

"Ten minutes,"” said Spenser. "They should be in sight now. Anything on the screen?"

"Not yet," answered Jules, zoom ng out to the horizon and panning slowy along its enpty
arc. There was not hing above it but the black night of space.

The Moon, thought Jules, certainly presented sonme headaches to the cameraman. Everything
was soot or whitewash; there were no nice, soft half tones. And, of course, there was that eterna
dil enma of the stars, though that was an aesthetic problem rather than a technical one.

The public expected to see stars in the lunar sky even during the daytinme, because they
were there. But the fact was that the human eye could not normally see them during the day, the
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eye was so desensitized by the glare that the sky appeared an enpty, absolute black. If you wanted
to see the stars, you had to | ook for themthrough blinkers that cut off all other light; then
your pupils would slowy expand, and one by one the stars would cone out until they filled the
field of view But as soon as you | ooked at anything el se--"phut”, out they went. The human eye
could | ook at the daylight stars, or the daylight |andscape; it could never see both at once.

But the TV canera could, if desired, and sone directors preferred it to do so. Qthers
argued that this falsified reality. It was one of those problens that had no correct answer. Jul es
sided with the realists, and kept the star gate circuit switched off unless the studio asked for
it.

At any nonent, he would have sone action for Earth. Already the news networks had taken
fl ashes--general views of the nmountains, slow pans across the Sea, close-ups of that |onely narker
sticking through the dust. But before | ong, and perhaps for hours on end, his camera nmight well be
the eyes of several billion people. This feature was either going to be a bust, or the biggest
story of the year.

He fingered the talisman in his pocket. Jul es Braques, Menber of the Society of Mdtion
Pi cture and Tel evi si on Engi neers, would have been di spl eased had anyone accused himof carrying a
| ucky charm On the other hand, he would have been very hard put to explain why he never brought
out his little toy until the story he was covering was safely on the air.

"Here they are!" yelled Spenser, his voice revealing the strain under which he had been
| aboring. He | owered his binoculars and gl anced at the canera. "You're too far off to the right!"

Jul es was al ready panning. On the nonitor screen, the geonetrical snoothness of the far
hori zon had been broken at last; two tiny, twinkling stars had appeared on that perfect arc
di vidi ng Sea and space. The dust-skis were com ng up over the face of the Moon

Even with the | ongest focus of the zoomlens, they | ooked small and distant. That was the
way Jules wanted it; he was anxious to give the inpression of |oneliness, enptiness. He shot a
qui ck glance at the ship's main screen, now tuned to the Interplanet channel. Yes, they were
carrying him

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a snmall diary, and laid it on top of the canera. He
lifted the cover, which |ocked into position just short of the vertical--and i mediately becane
alive with color and novenent. At the sane tine a faint gnat-sized voice started to tell himthat
this was a special program of the Interplanet News Service, Channel One Ch Seven--and W WII| Now
Be Taki ng You Over to the Moon.

On the tiny screen was the picture he was seeing directly on his nonitor. No--not ,quite”
the sane picture. This was the one he had captured two and a half seconds ago; he was | ooking that
far into the past. In those two and a halt mllion mcroseconds--to change to the tinme scal e of
the el ectronic engineer--this scene had undergone nany adventures and transfornmati ons. Fromhis
canera it had been piped to ,Auriga' s” transnitter, and beaned straight up to Lagrange, fifty
t housand kil oneters overhead. There it had been snatched out of space, boosted a few hundred
times, and sped Earthward to be caught by one or another of the satellite relays. Then down
through the ionosphere--that |ast hundred kiloneters the hardest of all--to the Interplanet
Bui I di ng, where its adventures really began, as it joined the ceasel ess flood of sounds and sights
and el ectrical inpulses which informed and anused a substantial fraction of the human race.

And here it was again, after passing through the hands of programdirectors and speci al -
effects departments and engi neering assistants--right back where it started, broadcast over the
whol e of Earthside fromthe hi gh-power transmitter on Lagrange |Il, and over the whol e of Farside
from Lagrange |I. To span the single hand's breadth fromJules's TV canera to his pocket-diary
receiver, that inage had traveled three quarters of a mllion kil oneters.

He wondered if it was worth the trouble. Men had been wondering that ever since television
was i nvent ed.

Chapter 21

Law ence spotted ,Auriga” while he was still fifteen kiloneters away; he could scarcely
have failed to do so, for she was a conspi cuous object, as the sunlight glistened fromher plastic
and netal .

What the devil's that? he asked hinself, and answered the question at once. It was
obvi ously a ship, and he renmenbered hearing vague runors that some news network had chartered a
flight to the nountains. That was not his business, though at one tine he hinself had | ooked into
the question of |anding equipnment there, to cut out this tedi ous haul across the Sea
Unfortunately, the plan wouldn't work. There was no safe landing point within five hundred neters
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of Sea level; the | edge that had been so convenient for Spenser was at too great an altitude to be
of use.

The Chi ef Engi neer was not sure that he liked the idea of having his every nove watched by
| ong-focus lenses up in the hills--not that there was anything he could do about it. He had
al ready vetoed an attenpt to put a canera on his ski-- to the enornous relief, though Lawence did
not know it, of Interplanet News, and the extrene frustration of the other services. Then he
realized that it might well be useful having a ship only a few kilonmeters away. It would provide
an additional information channel, and perhaps they could utilize its services in sone other way.
It mght even provide hospitality until the igloos could be ferried out.

VWhere was the marker? Surely it should be in sight by now For an unconfortabl e nonment
Law ence thought that it had fallen down and di sappeared into the dust. That would not stop them
finding ,Selene”, of course, but it mght delay themfive or ten mnutes at a time when every
second was vital

He breathed a sigh of relief; he had overl ooked the thin shaft against the bl azing
background of the mountains. H's pilot had already spotted their goal and had changed course
slightly to head toward it.

The skis coasted to a halt on either side of the marker, and at once erupted into
activity. Eight space-suited figures started unshi pping roped bundl es and | arge cylindrical druns
at a great speed, according to the prearranged plan. Swiftly, the raft began to take shape as its
slotted metal framework was bolted into position round the druns, and the light Fiberglas flooring
was laid across it.

No construction job in the whole history of the Moon had ever been carried out in such a
bl aze of publicity, thanks to the watchful eye in the nountains. But once they had started work,
the eight nmen on the skis were totally unconscious of the millions |ooking over their shoul ders.
Al that mattered to them now was getting that raft in position, and fixing the jigs which would
guide the hollow, life-bearing drills down to their target.

Every five minutes, or |less, Lawence spoke to Sel ene, keeping Pat and MKenzie inforned
of progress. The fact that he was also inform ng the anxiously waiting world scarcely crossed his
m nd.

At last, in an incredible twenty mnutes, the drill was ready, its first five-nmeter
section poised |ike a harpoon ready to plunge into the Sea. But this harpoon was designed to bring
life, not death.

"We're coming down," said Lawence. "The first section's going in now"

"You'd better hurry,” whispered Pat. "I can't hold out nuch |onger."

He seenmed to be noving in a fog; he could not renenber a tine when it was not there. Apart
fromthe dull ache in his lungs, he was not really unconfortabl e--nerely incredibly, unbelievably
tired. He was now no nore than a robot, going about a task whose neani ng he had | ong ago
forgotten, if indeed he had ever known it. There was a wench in his hand; he had taken it out of
the tool kit hours ago, knowing that it would be needed. Perhaps it would rem nd hi mof what he
had to do when the tine cane.

From a great distance, it seened, he heard a snatch of conversation that was obviously not
i ntended for him Sonmeone had forgotten to switch channels.

"W shoul d have fixed it so that the drill could be unscrewed fromthis end. Suppose he's
too weak to do it?"

"W had to take the risk; the extra fittings would have del ayed us at |east an hour. G ve
me that--"

Then the circuit went dead; but Pat had heard enough to nake himangry--or as angry as a
man could be, in his halfstupefied condition. He'd show them-he and his good pal Doctor Mac--Mac
what ? He could no | onger renenber the nane.

He turned slowy round in his swiveling seat and | ooked back al ong the Col got ha-1i ke
shanbl es of the cabin. For a nonent he could not find the physicist anong the other tunbled
bodi es; then he saw that he was kneeling beside Ms. WIIlians, whose dates of birth and death now
| ooked |i ke being very close together. MKenzie was hol ding the oxygen nask over her face, quite
unaware of the fact that the telltale hiss of gas fromthe cylinder had ceased, and the gauge had
| ong ago reached zero.

"We're alnost there,"” said the radio. "You should hear us hit at any nminute.”

So soon? thought Pat. But, of course, a heavy tube would slice down through the dust
al nost as quickly as it could be | owered. He thought he was very clever to deduce this.

Bang! Sonething had hit the roof. But where?

"I can hear you," he whispered. "You've reached us."

"W know, " answered the voice. "W can feel the contact. But you have to do the rest. Can
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you tell where the drill's touching? Is it in a clear section of the roof, or is it over the
wiring? W'll raise and lower it several tinmes, to help you locate it."

Pat felt rather aggrieved at this. It seened terribly unfair that he should have to decide
such a conplicated matter

Knock, knock went the drill against the roof. He couldn't for the life of him (why did
that phrase seem so appropriate?) |locate the exact position of the sound. Well, they had nothing
to | ose.

"Go ahead," he nmurnured. "You're in the clear.'
under st ood hi s words.

He had to repeat it twice before they

Instantly--they were quick off the pad up there--the drill started whirring against the
outer hull. He could hear the sound very distinctly, nmore beautiful than any nusic.

The bit was through the first obstacle in less than a mnute. He heard it race, then stop
as the notor was cut. Then the operator lowered it the few centimeters to the inner hull, and

started it spinning again.

The sound was much | ouder now, and could be pinpointed exactly. It cane, Pat was mldly
di sconcerted to note, fromvery close to the main cable conduit, along the center of the roof. If
it went through ,that”

Slowy and unsteadily he got to his feet and wal ked over to the source of the sound. He
had just reached it when there was a shower of dust fromthe ceiling, a sudden spitting of
electricity--and the main lights went out.

Luckily, the enmergency lighting remained on. It took Pat's eyes several seconds to adapt
to the dimred glow. Then he saw that a netal tube was protruding through the roof. It noved
slowy downward until it had traveled half a neter into the cabin; and there it stopped.

The radi o was talking in the background, saying sonething that he knew was very inportant.
He tried to make sense of it as he fitted the wench around the bit head, and tightened the screw
adj ust ment .

",Don"t” undo the bit until we tell you," said that renote voice. "W had no tine to fit a
nonreturn val ve--the pipe's open to vacuumat this end. W'll tell you as soon as we're ready. |
repeat, ,don't renove the bit until we say so”."

Pat wi shed the nman woul d stop bothering him he knew exactly what to do. If he |leaned with
all his might on the handle of the wench--so--the drill head woul d cone off, and he'd be able to
br eat he agai n.

Wy wasn't it noving? He tried once nore.

"My God," said the radio. "Stop that! W' re not ready! You'll lose all your air!"

Just a minute, thought Pat, ignoring the distraction. There's sonething wong here. A
screw can turn ,this” way--or ,that” way. Suppose |'mtightening it up, when | should be doing the
opposi te?

This was horribly conplicated. He | ooked at his right hand, then his left; neither seemed
to help. (Nor did that silly man shouting on the radio.) Well, he could try the other way and see
if that was better.

Wth great dignity, he perforned a complete circuit of the tube, keeping one arm w apped
around it. As he fell on the wench fromthe other side, he grabbed it with both hands to keep
hi msel f from col | apsing. For a nmonent he rested against it, head bowed.

"Up periscope,” he nmunbl ed. Now what on Earth did that nean? He had no idea, but he had
heard it somewhere and it seemed appropriate.

He was still puzzling over the matter when the drill head started to unscrew beneath his
wei ght, very easily and snoothly.

Fifteen neters above, Chief Engineer Lawrence and his assistants stood for a nonment al nost
paralyzed with horror. This was sonething that no one could ever have inmagi ned; they had thought
of a hundred other accidents, but not ,this”.

"Col eman- - Mat sui !'" snapped Law ence. "Connect up that oxygen line, for God's sake!"
Even as he shouted at them he knew that it would be too |ate. There were two connecti ons
still to be nmade before the oxygen circuit was closed. And, of course, they were screw threads,

not qui ck-rel ease couplings. Just one of those little points that normally wouldn't matter in a
t housand years, but now nade all the difference between |ife and death.

Li ke Samson at the nill, Pat trudged round and round the pipe, pushing the handl e of the
wrench before him It offered no opposition, even in his present feeble state. By now the bit had
unscrewed nore than two centineters; surely it would fall off in a few nore seconds.

Ah--al nost there. He could hear a faint hissing, that grew steadily as the bit unwound.
That woul d be oxygen rushing into the cabin, of course. In a few seconds, he would be able to
breat he again, and all his troubles would be over.
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The hi ss had deepened to an oni nous whistling, and for the first tine Pat began to wonder
if he was doing precisely the right thing. He stopped, |ooked thoughtfully at the wench, and
scratched his head. His slow nental processes could find no fault with his action; if the radio
had given hi morders then, he night have obeyed, but it had abandoned the attenpt.

Wel |, back to work. (It was years since he'd had a hangover like this.) He started to push
on the wench once nore-and fell flat on his face as the drill cane | oose.

In the sane instant, the cabin reverberated with a screaning roar, and a gale started al
the | oose papers fluttering |ike autum | eaves. A nmist of condensation formed as the air, chilled
by its sudden expansion, dunped its noisture in a thick fog. Wen Pat turned over on his back
consci ous at | ast of what had happened, he was al nost blinded by the m st around him

That scream neant only one thing to a trai ned spacenan, and his automatic reactions had
taken over now. He rmust find sone flat object that could be slid over the hole; anything would do,
if it was fairly strong.

He | ooked wildly around himin the crinson fog, which was already thinning as it was
sucked into space. The noise was deafening; it seened incredible that so small a pipe could make
such a scream

St aggering over his unconsci ous conpanions, clawing his way fromseat to seat, he had
al nrost abandoned hope when he saw the answer to his prayer. There lay a thick volune, open face
downward on the floor where it had been dropped. Not the right way to treat books, he thought, but
he was glad that soneone had been carel ess. He might never have seen it otherw se.

When he reached the shrieking orifice that was sucking the life out of the cruiser, the
book was literally torn fromhis hands and fl attened agai nst the end of the pipe. The sound died
instantly, as did the gale. For a nmonent Pat stood swaying |like a drunken nman; then he quietly
fol ded at the knees and pitched to the floor

Chapter 22

The really unforgettable nmonents of TV are those which no one expects, and for which
neither caneras nor commentators are prepared. For the last thirty mnutes, the raft had been the
site of feverish but controlled activity--then, wi thout warning, it had erupted.

| mpossi bl e though that was, it seened as if a geyser had spouted fromthe Sea of Thirst.
Automatically, Jules tracked that ascending colum of mist as it drove toward the stars (they were
visible now, the director had asked for them). As it rose, it expanded |like sone strange,
attenuated plant--or like a thinner, feebler version of the mushroomcloud that had terrorized two
generations of nanki nd.

It lasted only for a few seconds, but in that time it held unknown mllions frozen in
front of their screens, wondering how a waterspout could possibly have reared itself fromthis
arid sea. Then it collapsed and died, still in the same uncanny silence in which it had been born

To the men on the raft that geyser of noisture-laden air was equally silent, but they felt
its vibration as they struggled to get the last coupling into place. They woul d have nanaged,
sooner or later, even if Pat had not cut off the flow, for the forces involved were quite trivial
But their "later" mght have been too |ate. Perhaps, indeed, it already was.

"Calling ,Selene!” Calling ,Selene!”" shouted Lawence. "Can you hear nme?"

There was no reply. The cruiser's transmtter was not operating; he could not even hear
the sounds her m ke should be picking up inside the cabin.

"Connections ready, sir," said Coleman. "Shall | turn on the oxygen generator?"
It won't do any good, thought Lawence, if Harris has nanaged to screw that dammed bit
back into place. | can only hope he's nerely stuffed sonething into the end of the tube, and that

we can blow it out.

"O K" he said. "Let her go--all the pressure you can get."

Wth a sudden bang, the battered copy of ,The Orange and the Apple” was bl asted away from
the pipe to which it had been vacuumcl anped. Qut of the open orifice gushed an inverted fountain
of gas, so cold that its outline was visible in ghostly swirls of condensing water vapor

For several minutes the oxygen geyser roared w thout producing any effect. Then Pat Harris
slowy stirred, tried to get up, and was knocked back to the ground by the concentrated jet. It
was not a particularly powerful jet, but it was stronger than he was in his present state.

He lay with the icy blast playing across his face, enjoying its refreshing cool ness al npst
as nmuch as its breathability. In a few seconds he was conpletely alert--though he had a splitting
headache--and aware of all that had happened in the | ast half-hour

He nearly fainted again when he renenbered unscrewing the bit, and fighting that gusher of
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escaping air. But this was no tine to worry about past mistakes; all that mattered now was that he
was alive--and with any luck would stay so.

He picked up the still-unconscious MKenzie as though he were a linp doll, and laid him
beneat h the oxygen blast. Its force was nuch weaker now, as the pressure inside the cruiser rose
back to normal; in a few nore mnutes it would be only a gentle zephyr.

The scientist revived al nost at once, and | ooked vaguely round him

"Where am | ?" he said, not very originally. "Ch--they got through to us. Thank God | can
breat he again. What's happened to the |ights?"

"Don't worry about that--1'lIl soon fix them W nmnust get everyone under this jet as
qui ckly as we can, and flush sonme oxygen into their lungs. Can you give artificial respiration?"

“lI've never tried."

"I't's very sinple. Wait until | find the medicine chest."

When Pat had collected the resuscitator, he denonstrated on the nearest subject, who
happened to be Irving Schuster

"Push the tongue out of the way and slip the tube down the throat. Now squeeze this bul b--
slowy. Keep up a natural breathing rhythm Got the idea?"

"“Yes, but how long shall | do it?"

"Five or six deep breaths should be enough, |1'd guess. We're not trying to revive them
after all--we just want to get the stale air out of their lungs. You take the front half of the
cabin; 1'll do the rear."

"But there's only one resuscitator.”

Pat grinned, without rmuch hunor.

"I't's not necessary," he answered, bending over his next patient.

"Ch," said McKenzie. "I'd forgotten ,that”."

It was hardly chance that Pat had headed straight to Sue, and was now bl owing into her
lips in the ancient--and highly effective--nouth-to-nouth nmethod. But to do himjustice, he wasted
no time on her when he found that she was breathing normally.

He was just starting on his third subject when the radi o gave anot her despairing call.

"Hell o, ,Selene”, is there anyone there?"

Pat took a few seconds off to grab the nike.

"Harris calling. W're O K W're applying artificial respiration to the passengers. No
time to say nore--we'll call you later. I'll remain on receive. Tell us what's happening."

"Thank God you're O K. --we'd given you up. You gave us a hell of a fright when you
unscrewed that drill."

Li stening to the Chief Engineer's voice while he blew into the peacefully sleeping M.
Radl ey, Pat had no wish to be rem nded of that incident. He knew that, whatever happened, he would
never live it down. Yet it had probably been for the best; nost of the bad air had been si phoned
out of ,Selene” in that hectic minute or so of deconpression. It might even have | asted | onger
than that, for it would have taken two or three mnutes for a cabin of this size to | ose nuch of
its air, through a tube only four centineters in dianeter.

"Now | isten," continued Law ence, "because you've been overheating badly, we're letting
you have your oxygen just as cold as we think it's safe. Call us back if it gets too chilly, or
too dry. In five or ten nminutes we'll be sinking the second pipe to you, so that we'll have a
conplete circuit and can take over your entire air-conditioning load. We'll aimthis pipe for the
rear of the cabin, just as soon as we've towed the raft a few neters. W' re noving now Call you
back in a mnute."

Pat and the Doctor did not relax until they had punped the foul air fromthe |ungs of al
their unconsci ous conpani ons. Then, very tired, yet feeling the calmjoy of nmen who see sone great
ordeal approach its triunphant end, they slunped to the floor and waited for the second drill to
conme through the roof.

Ten minutes later, they heard it bang against the outer hull, just forward of the air
| ock. Wien Lawrence called to check its position, Pat confirmed that this tinme it was clear of
obstructions. "And don't ,worry”," he added. "I won't touch that drill until you tell ne."

It was now so cold that he and McKenzie had put on their outer clothing once nore, and had
draped bl ankets over the sl eeping passengers. But Pat did not call a halt; as long as they were
not in actual distress, the colder the better. They were driving back the deadly heat that had
al nrost cooked them -and, even nore inportant, their own air purifiers would probably start working
again, now that the tenperature had dropped so drastically.

When that second pi pe cane through the roof, they would be doubly safeguarded. The nen on
the raft could keep themsupplied with air indefinitely, and they would al so have several hours--
perhaps a day's--reserve of their own. They might still have a long wait here beneath the dust,
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but the suspense was over.
Unl ess, of course, the Mon arranged some fresh surprises.

"Well, M. Spenser," said Captain Anson, "looks as if you've got your story."

Spenser felt alnost as exhausted, after the strain of the last hour, as any of the men out
on the raft, two kiloneters below him He could see themthere on the nonitor, on medi um cl ose-up
They were obviously relaxing--as well as men could relax when they were wearing space suits.

Five of them indeed, appeared to be trying to get sonme sleep, and were tackling the
problemin a startling but sensible manner. They were |ying beside the raft, half subnerged in the
dust, rather like floating rubber dolls. It had not occurred to Spenser that a space suit was much
too buoyant to sink in this stuff. By getting off the raft, the five technicians were not only
provi di ng thenselves with an inconparably | uxurious couch; they were |l eaving a greatly enl arged
wor ki ng space for their conpanions.

The three remaining nmenbers of the teamwere noving slowy around, adjusting and checking
equi pment - -especially the rectangul ar bulk of the air purifier and the big | ox spheres coupled to
it. At maxi mum optical and el ectronic zoom the canera could get within ten neters of all this
gear--al nost cl ose enough to read the gauges. Even at nedi um magnification, it was easy to spot
the two pipes going over the side and | eading down to the invisible ,Selene”

Thi s rel axed and peaceful scene made a startling contrast with that of an hour ago. But
there was nothing nore to be done here until the next batch of equi pnent arrived. Both of the skis
had gone back to Port Roris; that was where all the activity would now be taking place, as the
engi neering staff tested and assenbl ed the gear which, they hoped, would enable themto reach
.Selene”. It would be another day at |east before that was ready. Meanwhile, barring accidents,
the Sea of Thirst would continue to bask undi sturbed in the norning sun, and the canera woul d have
no new scenes to throw across space.

From one and a half |ight-seconds away, the voice of the programdirector back on Earth
spoke inside ,Auriga' s” control cabin.

"Nice work, Maurice, Jules. W'll keep taping the picture in case anything breaks at your
end, but we don't expect to carry it live until the oh six hundred news spot."

"How s it hol ding up?"

"Supernova rating. And there's a new angl e-every crackpot inventor who ever tried to
patent a new paper clip is crawing out of the woodwork with ideas. W' re rounding up a batch of
themat six fifteen. It should be good fun."

"Who knows- - per haps one of them may have sonet hing. "

"Maybe, but | doubt it. The sensible ones won't cone near our program when they see the
treatnent the others are getting."

"Why--what are you doing to then"

"Their ideas are being analyzed by your scientist friend Doctor Lawson. W' ve had a dumy
run with him he skins themalive."

"Not ,nmy” friend," protested Spenser. "lI've only met himtwi ce. The first tine | got ten
words out of him the second tine, he fell asleep on ne."

"Well, he's devel oped since then, believe it or not. You'll see himin--oh, forty-five
m nutes. "

"I can wait. Anyway, I'monly interested in what Lawence plans to do. Has he nade a
statenent? You should be able to get at him now the pressure's off."

"He's still furiously busy and won't talk. W don't think the Engineering Departnent has
made up its mind yet, anyhow They're testing all sorts of gadgets at Port Roris, and ferrying in
equi prent fromall over the Moon. W'll keep you in touch if we |earn anything new "

It was a paradoxical fact, which Spenser took completely for granted, that when you were
covering a story like this you often had no idea of the big picture. Even when you were in the
center of things, as he was now. He had started the ball rolling, but now he was no |onger in
control. It was true that he and Jules were providing the nost inportant video coverage-- or would
be, when the action shifted back here--but the pattern was bei ng shaped at the news centers on
Earth and in avius City. He al nost wi shed he could | eave Jules and hurry back to headquarters.

That was inpossible, of course, and even if he did so, he would soon regret it. For this
was not only the biggest scoop of his career; it was, he suspected, the last tinme he would ever be
able to cover a story out in the field. By his own success, he would have dooned hi nsel f
irrevocably to an office chair--or, at best, a confortable little view ng booth behind the banked
nmonitor screens at Cavius Central
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Chapter 23

It was still very quiet aboard ,Sel ene”, but the quietness was now t hat of sleep, not of
death. Before long, all these people would be waking, to greet a day few of themcould really have
expected to see.

Pat Harris was standi ng somewhat precariously on the back of a seat, nending the break in
the overhead lighting circuit. It was fortunate that the drill had not been five millineters to
the left; then it would have taken out the radio as well, and the job woul d have been nuch worse.

"Throw in nunber-three circuit breaker, Doc," he called, winding up his insulating tape.
"We shoul d be in business now "

The main lights came on, blindingly brilliant after the crinson gloom At the sane tine,
there was a sudden, explosive sound, so unexpected and alarning that it shocked Pat off his
unst abl e perch

Bef ore he reached the floor, he identified it. It was a sneeze.

The passengers were starting to waken, and he had, perhaps, slightly overdone the
refrigeration, for the cabin was now extrenely cold.

He wondered who would be the first to return to consci ousness. Sue, he hoped, because then
they would be able to talk together without interruption, at least for alittle while. After what
they had been through together, he did not regard Duncan MKenzie's presence as any interference--
t hough perhaps Sue could hardly be expected to see it that way.

Beneath the covering of blankets, the first figure was stirring. Pat hurried forward to
gi ve assi stance; then he paused, and said under his breath: "Ch, ,no!""

Well, you couldn't win all the tine, and a captain had to do his duty, come what may. He
bent over the scrawny figure that was struggling to rise, and said solicitously: "How do you feel
M ss Morley?"

To have becone a TV property was at once the best and the worst thing that could have
happened to Dr. Lawson. It had built up his self-confidence, by convincing himthat the world
whi ch he had al ways affected to despise was really interested in his special know edge and
abilities. (He did not realize how quickly he m ght be dropped again, as soon as the ,Sel ene”
incident was finished.) It had given himan outlet for expressing his genuine devotion to
astronony, somewhat stultified by living too long in the exclusive society of astronomers. And it
was al so earning himsatisfactory quantities of noney.

But the programwi th which he was now i nvol ved mi ght al nost have been designed to confirm
his old view that the men who weren't brutes were nostly fools. This, however, was hardly the
fault of Interplanet News, which could not resist a feature that was a perfect fill-in for the
| ong periods when nothing woul d be happening out at the raft.

The fact that Lawson was on the Moon and his victinms were on Earth presented only a m nor
techni cal problem which the TV technicians had sol ved | ong ago. The program coul d not go out
live; it had to be taped beforehand, and those annoyi ng two-and-a-hal f-second pauses while the
radi o waves flashed fromplanet to satellite and back again had to be sliced out. They woul d upset
the perforners--nothing could be done about that--but by the tinme a skilled editor had
anachi oni zed the tape, the listener would be unable to tell that he was hearing a discussion that
spanned al nost four hundred thousand kil oneters.

Chi ef Engi neer Lawrence heard the programas he lay flat on his back in the Sea of Thirst,
staring up into the empty sky. It was the first chance of resting he had had for nore hours than
he could remenber, but his nind was too active to let himsleep. In any event, he had never
acqui red the knack of sleeping in a suit, and saw no need to learn it now, for the first of the
i gl oos was already on the way from Port Roris. Wen that arrived, he would be able to live in well-
earned, and nuchneeded, confort.

Despite all the clainms of the manufacturers, no one can function efficiently in a space
suit for nore than twenty-four hours, for several obvious reasons, and several that are not so
obvious. There is, for exanple, that baffling conplaint known as spaceman's itch, affecting the
smal | of the back--or even | ess accessible spots--after a day's incarceration in a suit. The
doctors claimthat it is purely psychol ogical, and several heroic space nmedi cos have worn suits
for a week or nore to prove it. The denonstrati on has done nothing to affect the incidence of the
di sease.

The nyt hol ogy of space suits is a vast, conplex, and frequently ribald subject, with a
nonencl ature all of its owmn. No one is quite sure why one fanous nodel of the 1970's was known as
the Iron Miiden, but any astronaut will gladly explain why 2010's Mark XIV was call ed the Chamnber
of Horrors. There seens little truth, however, in the theory that it was designed by a sadistic
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fermal e engi neer, determined to inflict a diabolical revenge upon the opposite sex.

But Lawrence was reasonably at ease in his nodel, as he listened to these enthusiastic
amateurs put forward their ideas. It was just possible--though very unlikely--that one of these
uni nhi bited thinkers mght cone up with an idea that could be of practical use. He had seen it
happen before, and was prepared to |isten to suggestions rather nore patiently than Dr. Lawson--
who, it was obvious, would never learn to suffer fools gladly.

He had just demolished an amateur engineer fromSicily, who wanted to bl ow the dust away
by means of strategically placed air jets. The schenme was typical of those put forward; even where
there was no fundanental scientific flaw, nbost of these ideas fell to pieces when exam ned
quantitatively. You could bl ow the dust away--if you had an unlimted supply of air. Wrhile the
vol ubl e flow of Italian-English was proceedi ng, Lawson had been doi ng sone rapid cal culations. "I
estimate, Signor Cusalli," he said, "that you would need at | east five tons of air a mnute to
keep open a hole large enough to be useful. It would be quite inmpossible to ship such quantities
out to the site.”

"Ah, but you could collect the air and use it over and over again!"

"Thank ,you”, Signor Gusalli," cut in the firmvoice of the naster of cerenbpnies. "Now we
have M. Robertson from London, Ontario. Wat's your plan, M. Robertson?"

"l suggest freezing."

"Just a mnute," protested Lawson. "How can you freeze dust?"

"First I'd saturate it with water. Next |I'd sink cooling pipes and turn the whol e nass
into ice. That would hold the dust in place, and then it would be easy to drill through it."

"It's an interesting idea,"” admtted Lawson, rather reluctantly. "At least it's not as
crazy as sone that we've had. But the ampbunt of water needed woul d be inpossibly |arge. Renenber,
the cruiser is fifteen neters down--"

"What's that in feet?" said the Canadian, in a tone of voice that nmade it clear that he
was one of the hard-core antinetric school

"Fifty feet--as |I'msure you know perfectly well. Now you'd have to deal with a colum at
| east a meter across--yard, to you--so that would involve--ah--approximtely fifteen tines ten
squared tines ten to the fourth cubic centineters, which gives--why, of course, fifteen tons of
water. But this assunes no wastage at all; you'd really need several tinmes as nuch as this. It
m ght conme to as nmuch as a hundred tons. And how nuch do you think all the freezing gear would
wei gh?"

Law ence was quite inpressed. Unlike many scientists he had known, Lawson had a firm grasp
of practical realities, and was also a rapid calculator. Usually when an astrononer or a physi ci st
did a quick conmputation, his first attenpt was out by a factor of anything fromten to a hundred
As far as Lawrence could judge, Lawson was always right the first tine.

The Canadi an refrigeration enthusiast was still putting up a fight when he was dragged off
the program to be replaced by an African gentl eman who wanted to use the opposite technique--
heat. He planned to use a huge concave mirror, focusing sunlight on the dust and fusing it into an
i mobi | e nmass.

It was obvious that Lawson was keeping his tenper only with the utnost difficulty; the
sol ar-furnace advocate was one of those stubborn,a self-taught "experts" who refused to adnit that
he coul d possibly have nmade an error in his calculations. The argument was getting really violent
when a voice fromnuch closer at hand cut across the program

"The skis are conming, Mster Lawence."

Lawrence rolled into a sitting position and clinbed aboard the raft. |If anything was
already in sight, that neant it was practically on top of him Yes, there was Duster One--and al so
Duster Three, which had made a difficult and expensive trip fromthe Lake of Drought, the Sea's
smal | er equival ent on Farside. That journey was a saga in itself, which would remain forever
unknown except to the handful of nen invol ved.

Each ski was towi ng two sledges, piled high with equiprment. As they drew al ongsi de the
raft, the first itemto be unloaded was the | arge packing case containing the igloo. It was al ways
fascinating to watch one being inflated, and Lawence had never anticipated the spectacle nore
eagerly. (Yes, he definitely had spaceman's itch.) The process was conpletely automatic; one broke
a seal, turned two separate |levers--as a safeguard agai nst the disastrous possibility of
accidental triggering--and then waited.

Law ence did not have to wait for |long. The sides of the box fell flat, revealing a
tightly packed, convoluted mass of silvery fabric. It stirred and struggled |ike some |iving
creature. Lawence had once seen a noth energing fromthe chrysalis, with its wi ngs stil
crunpl ed, and the two processes bore an uncanny simlarity. The insect, however, had taken an hour
to reach its full size and splendor, but the igloo took only three ninutes.
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As the air generator punped an atnosphere into the flaccid envel ope, it expanded and
stiffened in sudden jerks, followed by slow periods of consolidation. Now it was a nmeter high, and
was spreadi ng outward rather than upward. Wen it had reached the |linmts of its extension, it
started to go upward again, and the air |ock popped away fromthe nain done. The whol e operation
one felt, should be acconpani ed by | aborious wheezings and puffings; it seemed quite wong that it
was happening in utter silence.

Now the structure had nearly reached its final dinmensions, and it was obvious that "igl oo"
was the only possible name for it. Though they had been designed to provide protection against a
very different--though al nost equally hostile--environnent, the snow houses of the Eskinpbs had
been of exactly the same shape. The technical problemhad been simlar; so was the solution

It took considerably longer to install the fittings than to inflate the igloo, for all the
equi pnment - - bunks, chairs, tables, cupboards, electronic gear--had to be carried in through the air
| ock. Sone of the larger items barely nade it, having been designed with only centineters to
spare. But at last there was a radio call frominside the donme. "W're open for business!" it
said. "Come on in!"

Law ence wasted no tinme in accepting the invitation. He began to undo the fittings of his
suit while he was still in the outer section of the two-stage air |ock, and had the hel net off as
soon as he could hear voices frominside the dome, reaching himthrough the thickening atnosphere.

It was wonderful to be a free man again, to be able to wiggle, scratch, nove w thout
encunbrance, talk to your fellows face to face. The coffin-sized shower renpoved the stink of the
space suit and nade himfeel fit for human society once nore. Then he put on a pair of shorts--al
that one ever wore in an igloo--and sat down to a conference with his assistants.

Most of the material he had ordered had cone in this consignnent; the rest would be
arriving on Duster Two in the course of the next few hours. As he checked the supply lists, he
felt himself much nmore the nmaster of the situation. Oxygen was assured--barring catastrophe. Water
had been getting short down there; well, he could supply that easily enough. Food was a little
more difficult, though it was nerely a matter of packing. Central Catering had already supplied
sanpl es of chocol ate, conpressed neat, cheese, and even elongated French rolls--all packed into
cylinders three centineters wide. Presently he would shoot them down the air pipes, and give
norale in ,Selene” a big boost.

But this was less inportant than the recomrendations of his brains trust, enbodied in a
dozen blueprints and a terse sixpage nenorandum Law ence read it extrenely carefully, nodding
agreement fromtime to tinme. He had already conme to the same general conclusions, and he could see
no way of escaping fromthem

What ever happened to her passengers, ,Selene” had nade her |ast voyage.

Chapter 24

The gal e that had swept through ,Sel ene” seenmed to have carried away with it nore than the
stagnant air. \Wien he | ooked back on their first days beneath the dust, Commobdore Hansteen
realized that there had often been a hectic, even hysterical npod aboard, after the initial shock
had worn off. Trying to keep up their spirits, they had sonetinmes gone too far in the direction of
fal se gaiety and chil di sh hunor

Now that was all past, and it was easy to see why. The fact that a rescue teamwas at work
only a few neters away was part of the explanation, but only part of it. The spirit of
tranquillity that they now shared cane fromtheir encounter with death; after that, nothing could
be quite the sanme again. The petty dross of selfishness and cowardi ce had been burned out of them

No one knew this better than Hansteen. He had watched it happen nmany tines before,
whenever a ship's conmpany faced peril in the far reaches of the solar system Though he was not
phil osophically inclined, he had had plenty of tine to think in space. He had soneti mes wonder ed
if the real reason why nmen sought danger was that only thus could they find the conpani onship and
solidarity which they unconsciously craved.

He woul d be sorry to say good-by to all those people--yes, even to Mss Mrley, who was
now as agreeabl e and consi derate as her tenperament would allow The fact that he could think that
far ahead was the neasure of his confidence; one could never be certain, of course, but the
situation now seenmed conpl etely under control. No one knew exactly how Chi ef Engi neer Law ence
intended to get them out, but that problemwas now nerely a choice between alternative nethods.
From now on, their inprisonment was an inconveni ence, not a danger

It was not even a hardship, since those food cylinders had started popping down the air
tubes. Though there had never been any risk of starvation, the diet had grown extrenely
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nmonot onous, and water had been rationed for sone time. Now, several hundred liters had been punped
down, to refill the al nost enpty tanks.

It was strange that Conmpbdore 1-1|ansteen, who usually thought of everything, never asked
hinsel f the sinple question "Whatever happened to all the water we started with?" Though he had
nore i mmedi ate problens on his mind, the sight of that extra nmass being taken aboard should have
set himworrying. But it never did, until it was much too late.

Pat Harris and Chief Engineer Lawence were equally to blame for the oversight. It was the
one flaw in a beautifully executed plan. And one flaw, of course, was all that was needed.

The Engi neering Division of Earthside was still working swiftly, but no longer in a
desperate race against the clock. There was time now to construct nock-ups of the cruiser, to sink
themin the Sea off Port Roris, and to try vari ous ways of entering them Advice, sensible and
otherwi se, was still pouring in, but no one took any notice of it. The approach had been deci ded,
and woul d not be nodified now, unless it ran into unexpected obstacles.

Twenty-four hours after the igloo had been set up, all the special gear had been
manuf actured and shipped out to the site. It was a record that Law ence hoped he woul d never have
to break, and he was very proud of the nen who had nade it possible. The Engi neering Division
seldomgot the credit it deserved: like the air, everyone took it for granted, forgetting that the
engi neers supplied that air.

Now t hat he was ready to go into action, Lawence was quite willing to start tal king, and
Mauri ce Spenser was nmore than willing to accommpdate him This was the nonment Spenser had been
waiting for.

As far as he could renmenber, it was also the first tine that there had ever been a TV
interview with canera and subject five kiloneters apart. At this fantastic nmagnification the inmage
was a little fuzzy, of course, and the slightest vibration in ,Auriga s” cabin set it dancing on
the screen. For this reason, everyone aboard the ship was notionless, and all nonessenti al
machi nery had been switched of f.

Chi ef Engi neer Law ence was standing on the edge of the raft, his space-suited figure
braced against the small crane that had been swung over the side. Hanging fromthe jib was a | arge
concrete cylinder, open at both ends--the first section of the tube that was now bei ng | owered
into the dust.

"After a lot of thought," said Lawence for the benefit of that distant camera, but, above
all, for the benefit of the men and wonmen fifteen nmeters beneath him "we've decided that this is
the best way to tackle the problem This cylinder is called a caisson"--he pronounced it "kasoon"--
"and it will sink easily under its own weight. The sharp | ower edge will cut through the dust like
a knife through butter.

"W have enough sections to reach the cruiser. Wen we've nade contact, and the tube is

sealed at the bottom-its pressure against the roof will ensure that--we'll start scooping out the
dust. As soon as that's done, we'll have an open shaft, like a small well, right down to , Selene”.

"That will be half the battle, but only half. Then we'll have to connect the shaft to one
of our pressurized igloos, so that when we cut through the cruiser's roof there's no | oss of air.
But | think--1 hope--that these are fairly straightforward problens."

He paused for a mnute, wondering if he should touch on any of the other details that nade
this operation so nuch trickier than it |ooked. Then he decided not to; those who understood coul d
see with their own eyes, and the others would not be interested, or would think he was boasti ng.
This blaze of publicity (about half a billion people were watching, so the Tourist Conmm ssioner
had reported) did not worry himso long as things went well. But if they did not

He raised his armand signaled to the crane operator

"Lower away!"

Slowy, the cylinder settled into the dust until its full fourmeter Iength had vani shed,
except for a narrow ring just protruding above the surface. It had gone down snoothly and easily.
Law ence hoped that the remaining sections would be equally obliging.

One of the engineers was carefully going along the rimof the caisson with a spirit |evel
to check that it was sinking vertically. Presently he gave the thunbs-up signal, which Law ence

acknow edged in the sane manner. There had been a tine when, |ike any regul ar spacehog, he could
carry out an extended and fairly technical conversation by sign-language al one. This was an
essential skill of the trade, for radio sonetines failed and there were occasi ons when one did not

wish to clutter up the Iimted number of channels avail abl e.

"Ready for Nunber Two!" he said.

This would be tricky. The first section had to be held rigid while the second was bolted
toit without altering the alignment. One really needed two cranes for this job, but a framework
of |-beans, supported a few centineters above the surface of the dust, could carry the | oad when
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the crane was ot herw se engaged.

No mi stakes now, for God's sake! he breathed silently. Number-two section swung off the
sl edge that had brought it fromPort Roris, and three of the technicians manhandled it into the
vertical. This was the sort of job where the distinction between weight and nass was vital. That
swi ngi ng cylinder weighed relatively little, but its nonmentumwas the sane as it would be on
Earth, and it could pulp a man if it managed to trap himon one of those sluggish oscillations.
And that was sonething el se peculiar to the Mon--the sl ow nmotion novenment of this suspended nmss.
In this gravity, a pendulumtook two-and-a-half tines as long to conplete its cycle as it would on
Earth. This was sonething that never |ooked quite right, except to a man who had been born here.

Now t he second section was upended and mated to the first one. They were cl anped toget her
and once again Lawence gave the order to | ower away.

The resistance of the dust was increasing, but the caisson continued to sink snoothly
under its own weight.

"Ei ght neters gone," said Lawence. "That means we're just past the hal fway mark. Nunber-
three section com ng up."”

After this, there would only be one nore, though Lawence had provided a spare section
just in case. He had a hearty respect for the Sea's ability to swall ow equipnent. So far, only a
few nuts and bolts had been lost, but if that piece of caisson slipped fromthe hook, it would be
gone in a flash. Though it might not sink far, especially if it hit the dust broadside on, it
woul d be effectively out of reach even if it was only a couple of neters down. They had no time to
wast e sal vagi ng their own sal vage gear

There went nunber three, its last section noving with al nost inperceptible slowness. But
it was still noving; in a fewmnutes, with any luck at all, they would be knocki ng on the
cruiser's roof.

"Twel ve nmeters down," said Lawence. "We're only three nmeters above you now, ,Selene”. You
shoul d be able to hear us at any mnute."

I ndeed they could, and the sound was wonderfully reassuring. Mire than ten m nutes ago
Hanst een had noticed the vibration of the oxygen inlet pipe as the caisson scraped against it. You
could tell when it stopped, and when it started noving again.

There was that vibration once nore, acconpanied this tinme by a delicate shower of dust
fromthe roof. The two air pipes had now been drawn up so that about twenty centineters of their
| engt hs projected through the ceiling, and the quickdrying cement which was part of the energency
kit of all space vehicles had been snmoothed around their points of entry. It seemed to be working
| oose, but that inpal pable rain of dust was far too slight to cause alarm Neverthel ess, Hansteen
t hought that he had better nmention it to the skipper, who m ght not have noticed.

"Funny," said Pat, |ooking up at the projecting pipe. "That cenent should hold, even if
the pipe is vibrating."

He clinbed up on a seat, and examined the air pipe nore closely. For a nmonment he said
not hi ng; then he stepped down, | ooking puzzled and annoyed--and nore than a little worried.

"What's the troubl e?" Hansteen asked quietly. He knew Pat well enough now to read his face
i ke an open book

"That pipe's pulling up through the roof," he said. "Soneone up on the raft's being mighty
careless. It's shortened by at |least a centineter, since | fixed that plaster." Then Pat stopped,
suddenly aghast. "My God," he whispered, "suppose it's our own fault, ,suppose we're stil
si nking”."

"What if we are?" said the Conmpbdore, quite calnmy. "You d expect the dust to continue
settling beneath our weight. That doesn't mean we're in danger. Judging by that pipe, we've gone
down one centinmeter in twenty-four hours. They can always give us sonme nore tubing if we need it."

Pat | aughed a little shanmefacedly.

"Of course--that's the answer. | should have thought of it before. W've probably been
sinking slowy all the time, but this is the first chance we've had to prove it. Still, |1'd better
report to M. Lawence--it may affect his cal culations.”

Pat started to walk toward the front of the cabin; but he never nade it.

Chapter 25

It had taken Nature a mllion years to set the trap that had snared ,Sel ene” and dragged
her down into the Sea of Thirst. The second tinme, she was caught in a trap that she had nade
hersel f.

Because her designers had no need to watch every gram of excess weight, or plan for
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journeys lasting nore than a few hours, they had never equi pped ,Selene” with those ingenious but
unadverti sed arrangenents whereby spaceships recycle all their water supply. She did not have to
conserve her resources in the mserly manner of deep-space vehicles; the small amount of water
normal Iy used and produced aboard, she sinply dunped.

Over the past five days, several hundred kilos of liquid and vapor had left ,Selene”, to
be instantly absorbed by the thirsty dust. Many hours ago, the dust in the i medi ate nei ghbor hood
of the waste vents had beconme saturated and had turned into nmud. Dripping downward through scores
of channels, it had honeyconmbed the surrounding Sea. Silently, patiently, the cruiser had been
washi ng away her own foundati ons. The gentle nudge of the approachi ng cai sson had done the rest.

Up on the raft, the first intimation of disaster was the flashing of the red warning |ight
on the air purifier, synchronized with the howing of a radio klaxon across all the space-suit
wave bands. The how ceased al nost i medi ately, as the technician in charge punched the cutoff
button, but the red light continued to flash.

A gl ance at the dials was enough to show Law ence the trouble. The air pipes--"both” of
them -were no | onger connected to ,Selene”. The purifier was punpi ng oxygen into the Sea through
one pipe and, worse still, sucking in dust through the other. Law ence wondered how long it would
take to clean out the filters, but wasted no further tinme upon that thought. He was too busy
calling ,Sel ene”.

There was no answer. He tried all the cruiser's frequencies, w thout receiving even a
whi sper of a carrier wave. The Sea of Thirst was as silent to radio as it was to sound.

They' re finished, he said to hinself; it's all over. It was a near thing, but we just
couldn't make it. And all we needed was anot her hour

What coul d have happened? he thought dully. Perhaps the hull had collapsed under the
wei ght of the dust. No--that was very unlikely; the internal air pressure would have prevented
that. It nust have been anot her subsidence. He was not sure, but he thought that there had been a
slight trenor underfoot. Fromthe begi nning he had been aware of this danger, but could see no way
of guarding against it. This was a ganble they had all taken, and ,Selene” had | ost.

Even as ,Selene” started to fall, something told Pat that this was quite different from
the first cave-in. It was nmuch slower, and there were scrunching, squishing noises from outside
the hull which, even in that desperate nonent, struck Pat as being unlike any sounds that dust
coul d possi bly nake.

Over head, the oxygen pipes were tearing | oose. They were not sliding out smoothly, for the
crui ser was going down stern first, tilting toward the rear. Wth a crack of splintering
Fi bergl as, the pipe just ahead of the air-lock galley ripped through the roof and vani shed from
sight. Imediately, a thick jet of dust sprayed into the cabin, and fanned out in a choking cloud
where it hit the floor

Comodor e Hansteen was nearest, and got there first. Tearing off his shirt, he swiftly
wadded it into a ball and rammed it into the aperture. The dust spurted in all directions as he
struggled to block the flow. He had al nost succeeded when the forward pipe ripped | oose-and the
main |ights went out as, for the second tine, the cable conduit was wenched away.

"Il take it!" shouted Pat. A nonment later, also shirtless, he was trying to stemthe
torrent pouring in through the hole.

He had sailed the Sea of Thirst a hundred tines, yet never before had he touched its
substance with his naked skin. The gray powder sprayed into his nose and eyes, half choki ng and
whol Iy blinding him Though it was as bone dry as the dust froma Pharaoh's tonb--dryer than this,
i ndeed, for it was a mllion tinmes older than the pyram ds--it had a curiously soapy feeling. As
he fought against it, Pat found hinself thinking: If there is one death worse than being drowned,
it's being buried alive.

When the jet weakened to a thin trickle, he knew that he had avoi ded that fate-for the
nmonent. The pressure produced by fifteen neters of dust, under the low lunar gravity, was not
difficult to overcone-though it woul d have been another story if the holes in the roof had been
nmuch | arger.

Pat shook the dust from his head and shoul ders, and cautiously opened his eyes. At |east
he coul d see again; thank heaven for the emergency lighting, dimthough it was. The Commodore had
al ready plugged his | eak, and was now calmy sprinkling water froma paper cup to lay the dust.
The techni que was remarkably effective, and the few renmaining clouds quickly collapsed into
pat ches of nud.

Hanst een | ooked up and caught Pat's eye.

"Well, Captain," he said. "Any theories?"

There were times, thought Pat, when the Commpbdore's O ynpian self-control was al nost
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maddeni ng. He would like to see himbreak, just once. No-that was not really true. His feeling was
merely a flash of envy, even of jeal ousy--understandable, but quite unworthy of him He should be
ashaned of it, and he was.

"I don't know ,what's” happened," he said. "Perhaps the people on top can tell us."

It was an uphill walk to the pilot's position, for the cruiser was now tilted at about
thirty degrees fromthe horizontal. As Pat took his seat in front of the radio, he felt a kind of
despairing nunbness that surpassed anything he had known since their original entonmbrment. It was a
sense of resignation, an al nost superstitious belief that the gods were fighting against them and
that further struggle was usel ess.

He felt sure of this when he switched on the radio and found that it was conpletely dead
The power was off; when that oxygen pipe had ripped out the roof cable conduit, it had done a
t hor ough j ob.

Pat swiveled slowy around in his seat. Twenty-one nmen and wonen were | ooking at him
awai ting his news. But twenty of themhe did not see, for Sue was watching him and he was
conscious only of the expression on her face. It held an anxi ety and readi ness--but, even now, no
hint of fear. As Pat |ooked at her, his own feelings of despair seemed to dissolve. He felt a
surge of strength, even of hope.

“I'mdamed if | know what's happened," he said. "But |'msure of this--we're not done for
yet, by several light-years. W may have sunk a little farther, but our friends on the raft wll
soon catch up with us. This will mean a slight delay--that's all. There's certainly nothing to
worry about.”

"I don't want to be an alarm st, Captain,” said Barrett, "but suppose the raft has sunk as
wel | ? What t hen?"

"We'll know as soon as | get the radio fixed," replied Pat, glancing anxiously at the
wi res dangling fromthe roof cable duct. "And until | get this spaghetti sorted out, you'll have
to put up with the energency lighting."

"I don't mind," said Ms. Schuster. "I think it's rather cute.”

Bl ess you, Ms. S., said Pat to hinself. He glanced quickly around the cabin; though it
was hard to see all their expressions in this dimlighting, the passengers seened cal m enough

They were not quite so calma minute later; that was all the tine it took to discover that
not hi ng coul d be done to repair the lights or radio. The wiring had been ripped out far down
i nside the conduit, beyond reach of the sinple tools avail abl e here.

"This is rather nore serious,” reported Pat. "W won't be able to conmunicate, unless they
| ower a mcrophone to make contact with us.”

"That neans," said Barrett, who seened to |like | ooking on the dark side of things, "that
they've lost touch with us. They won't understand why we're not answering. Suppose they assune
that we're all dead--and abandon the whol e operation?"

The thought had flashed through Pat's mind, but he had dismi ssed it al nbst at once.

"You' ve heard Chief Engi neer Lawence on the radio," he answered. "He's not the sort of
man who' d give up until he had absolute proof that we're no |Ionger alive. You needn't worry on
.that” score."”

"What about our air?" asked Professor Jayawardene anxiously. "W're back on our own
resources again."

"That should | ast for several hours, now the absorbers have been regenerated. Those pipes
will be in place before then," answered Pat, with slightly nore confidence than he felt.
"Meanwhile, we'll have to be patient and provide our own entertainment again. W did it for three
days; we should be able to nmanage for a couple of hours."

He gl anced agai n around the cabin, |ooking for any signs of disagreenent, and saw that one
of the passengers was rising slowy to his feet. It was the very |ast person he would have
expected--quiet little M. Radley, who had uttered perhaps a dozen words during the entire trip

Pat still knew no nore about himthan that he was an accountant, and cone from New Zeal and-
-the only country on Earth still slightly isolated fromthe rest of the world, by virtue of its
position. It could be reached, of course, as quickly as any other spot on the planet, but it was
the end of the Iine, not a way station to somewhere else. As a result, the New Zeal anders stil
proudly preserved much of their individuality. They clained, with a good deal of truth, to have
sal vaged all that was left of English culture, nowthat the British Isles had been absorbed into
the Atlantic Conmunity.

"You want to say sonething, Mster Radley?" asked Pat. Radley | ooked around the dimlit
cabin, rather like a school master about to address a cl ass.

"Yes, Captain," he began. "I have a confession to nake. | amvery nmuch afraid that this is
all ny fault."
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When Chi ef Engi neer Law ence broke off his commentary, Earth knew within two seconds that
sonet hi ng had gone wong--though it took several mnutes for the news to reach Mars and Venus. But
what had happened, no one could guess fromthe picture on the screen. For a few seconds there had
been a flurry of frantic but neaningless activity, but now the i mediate crisis seemed to be over
The space-suited figures were huddl ed together, obviously in conference--and with their tel ephone
circuits plugged in, so that no one could overhear them It was very frustrating to watch that
silent discussion, and to have no idea of what it was about.

During those | ong mnutes of agonizing suspense, while the studio was trying to di scover
what was happening, Jules did his best to keep the picture alive. It was an extrenely difficult
job, handling such a static scene froma single canmera position. Like all caneramen, Jul es hated
to be pinned down in one spot. This site was perfect, but it was fixed, and he was getting rather

tired of it. He had even asked if the ship could be noved, but as Captain Anson put it, "I'm
damed if 1'1l go hopping back and forth over the nountains. This is a spaceship, not a--a
chanoi s. "

So Jules had to ring the changes on pans and zoomns, though he used the latter with
di scretion, because nothing upset viewers nore quickly than being hurled back and forth through
space, or watching scenery explode in their faces. If he used the power-zoomflat out, Jules could
sweep across the Moon at about fifty thousand kil onmeters an hour--and several mllion viewers
woul d get notion sickness.

At |ast that urgent, soundl ess conference was breaking up; the men on the raft were
unpl uggi ng their tel ephones. Now, perhaps, Lawence would answer the radio calls that had been
bonbarding himfor the last five mnutes.

"My God," said Spenser, "I don't believe it! Do you see what they're doing?"

"Yes," said Captain Anson, "and | don't believe it either. But it |ooks as if they're
abandoning the site.”

Li ke lifeboats |leaving a sinking ship, the two dust-skis, crowded with nen, were pulling
away fromthe raft

Chapter 26

Perhaps it was well that ,Selene” was now out of radio contact; it would hardly have
hel ped norale if her occupants had known that the skis, heavily overl oaded with passengers, were
headi ng away fromthe site. But at the noment, no one in the cruiser was thinking of the rescue
effort; Radley *as holding the center of the dimy lit stage.

"What do you nean--this is all your fault?" asked Pat in the baffled silence that foll owed
the New Zeal ander's statenent-- only baffled as yet; not hostile, because no one could take such a
remark seriously.

"It's a long story, Captain," said Radley, speaking in a voice that, though it was oddly
unenotional, had undertones that Pat could not identify. It was alnost |ike listening to a robot,

and it gave Pat an unpl easant feeling somewhere in the niddle of his spine. "I don't nean to say
that | ,deliberately” caused this to happen. But |I'mafraid it is deliberate, and |'msorry to
have involved you all. You see--they are after nme."

This is all we need, thought Pat. W really seemto have the odds stacked agai nst us. In
this snmall conpany we've got a neurotic spinster, a drug addict--and now a nani ac. Wat ot her
freaks are going to reveal thenselves before we're finished?

Then he realized the unfairness of his judgnent. The truth was that he had been very
| ucky. Against Radley, Mss Mrley, and Hans Bal dur (who had given no trouble after that single,

never-mentioned incident), he had the Commobdore, Dr. MKenzie, the Schusters, little Professor
Jayawar dene, David Barrett--and all the others who had done as they were asked, w thout naking a
fuss. He felt a sudden surge of affection-- even of love--toward themall, for giving himtheir

active or passive support.

And especially toward Sue, who was al ready one junp ahead of him as she always seened to
be. There she was, noving unobtrusively about her duties at the back of the cabin. Pat doubted if
anyone noticed--certainly Radley did not--as she opened the medicine chest and pal med one of those
cigarettesized cylinders of oblivion. If this fell ow gave trouble, she would be ready.

At the nonent, trouble seenmed the furthest thing fromRadley's mnd. He appeared to be
conpl etely sel f-possessed and perfectly rational; there was no mad gleamin his eye, or any other
of the clichés of insanity. He | ooked exactly what he was--a m ddl e-aged New Zeal and account ant
taking a holiday on the Mon.
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"This is very interesting, Mster Radley," said Cormbdore Hansteen in a carefully neutral
voi ce, "but please excuse our ignorance. Wio are 'they,' and why should they be after you?"

"I am sure, Commodore, that you' ve heard of flying saucers?”

Flying ,what?” Pat asked hinsel f. Hansteen seened better infornmed than he was.

"Yes, | have," he answered a little wearily. "I've conme across themin old books on
astronautics. They were quite a craze, weren't they, about eighty years ago?"

He realized that "craze" was an unfortunate word to use, and was relieved when Radl ey took
no of f ense.

"Ch," he answered, "they go back nuch further than that, but it was only in the |ast
century that people started to take notice of them There's an old manuscript froman English

abbey dated 1290 that describes one in detail--and that isn't the earliest report, by any neans.
More than ten thousand flying saucer sightings have been recorded prior to the twentieth century."
"Just a minute,” interrupted Pat. "Wat the devil do you nmean by 'flying saucer'? |'ve

never heard of them"

"Then I'mafraid, Captain, that your education has been neglected,” answered Radley in a
sorrowful voice. "The term'flying saucer' cane into general use after 1947 to describe the
strange, usually disc-shaped vehicles that have been investigating our planet for centuries. Sone
peopl e prefer to use the phrase 'unidentified flying objects.'"

That aroused a few faint menories in Pat's nmind. Yes, he had heard that termin connection
with the hypothetical Qutsiders. But there was no concrete evidence, of course, that alien space
vessel s had ever entered the solar system

"Do you ,really” believe," said one of the other passengers skeptically, "that there are
visitors from space hanging round the Earth?"

“"Much nore than that," answered Radley. "They've often | anded and nmade contact w th human
bei ngs. Before we canme here, they had a base on Farside, but they destroyed it when the first
survey rockets started taking cl ose-ups."

"How do you know all this?" asked soneone el se.

Radl ey seened quite indifferent to the skepticismof his audience; he nust have grown used
to this response long ago. He radiated a kind of inner faith which, however ill-founded it m ght
be, was oddly convincing. His insanity had exalted himinto the real mbeyond reason, and he was
qui te happy there.

"W have--contacts," he answered with an air of great inportance. "A few men and wonen
have been able to establish tel epathic conmunication with the saucer people. So we know a good
deal about them™

"How is it that no one el se does?" asked another disbeliever. "If they're really out
there, why haven't our astrononers and space pilots seen thenP"

"Ch, but they have," Radley answered with a pitying snile, "and they're keeping quiet.
There's a conspiracy of silence anong the scientists; they don't like to adnit that there are
intelligences out in space so nmuch superior to ours. So when a pilot does report a saucer, they
meke fun of him Now, of course, every astronaut keeps qui et when he neets one.”

"Have ,you” ever net one, Commodore?" asked Ms. Schuster, obviously half convinced. "O
are you in the--what did Mster Radley call it-conspiracy of silence?"

"I'"'mvery sorry to disappoint you," said Hansteen. "You'll have to take nmy word for it
that all the spaceships |I've ever nmet have been on Lloyd' s Register."

He caught Pat's eye, and gave a little nod that said, "Let's go and talk this over in the
air lock."” Now that he was quite convinced that Radley was harm ess, he al nost wel coned this
interlude. It had, very effectively, taken the passengers' minds off the situation in which they
now found thenselves. If Radley's brand of insanity could keep thementertai ned, then good |luck to
it.

"Well, Pat," said Hansteen, when the air-lock door had sealed themoff fromthe argunent,
"what do you think of hin®"

"Does he ,really” believe that nonsense?"

"Ch yes--every word of it. I've net his type before.™

The Commobdore knew a good deal about Radley's peculiar obsession; no one whose interest in
astronautics dated back to the twentieth century could fail to. As a young man, he had even read
sonme of the original witings on the subject--works of such brazen fraudul ence or childish naiveté
that they had shaken his belief that men were rational beings. That such a literature could ever
have flourished was a di sturbing thought, though it was true that nost of those books had been
published in that psychotic era, the Frantic Fifties.

"This is a very peculiar situation," conplained Pat. "At a tinme like ,this”--all the
passengers are argui ng about flying saucers.
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“I think it's an excellent idea," answered the Conmpbdore. "What el se woul d you suggest
they do? Let's face it, we've got to sit here and wait until Lawence starts knocking on the roof
again."

"I'f he's still here. Barrett may be right--perhaps the raft has sunk."

“I think that's very unlikely. The di sturbance was only a slight one. How far would you
i magi ne we went down?"

Pat thought this over. Looking back on the incident, it seemed to have lasted a long tine.
The fact that he had been in virtual darkness, and had been fighting that jet of dust, stil
further confused his nmenory. He could only hazard a guess.

"I'"d say--ten neters."

"Nonsense! The whole affair only |lasted a couple of seconds. | doubt if we dropped nore
than two or three neters.”

Pat found this hard to believe, but he hoped that the Conmobdore was right. He knew that it
was extrenely difficult to judge weak accel erations, particularly when one was under stress.
Hanst een was the only nman aboard who coul d have had any experience of this; his verdict was
probably correct--and was certainly encouraging.

"They may never have felt a thing on the surface," continued Hansteen, "and they're
probably wondering why they can't nake contact with us. Are you sure there's nothing we can do
about the radi o?"

"Quite sure. The whole termnal block's conme |oose at the end of the cable conduit.
There's no way of reaching it frominside the cabin."

"Well, | suppose that's that. W nmight as well go back and |let Radley try to convert us--
if he can."

Jul es had tracked the overcrowded skis for a hundred neters before he realized that they
were not as overcrowded as they shoul d have been. They carried seven nmen--and there had been ei ght
on the site.

He panned swiftly back to the raft, and by the good |uck or precognition that separates
the brilliant cameranan fromthe nerely adequate one, he arrived there just as Lawence broke his
radi o sil ence.

"C.E.E. calling,"” Lawence said, sounding as tired and frustrated as would any nan who had
just seen his carefully laid plans denolished. "Sorry for the delay, but as you'll have gathered,
we have an energency. There appears to have been another cave-in; how deep it is, we don't know -
but we've |ost physical contact with ,Selene”, and she's not answering our radio.

"I'n case there's another subsidence, |'ve ordered ny nen to stand by a few hundred neters
away. The danger's very slight-- we hardly felt that last trenor--but there's no point in taking
chances. | can do everything that's necessary for the nonent without any help.

"I"'l'l call againin a few mnutes. CEE out."

Wth the eyes of millions upon him Lawence crouched at the edge of the raft,
reassenbling the probe with which he had first | ocated the cruiser. He had twenty neters to play
with; if she had gone deeper than that, he would have to think of something else.

The rod sank into the dust, noving nore and nore slowy as it approached the depth where
.Sel ene” had rested. There was the original mark--fifteen point one five neters--just disappearing
through the surface. The probe continued to nove, like a |lance piercing into the body of the Mon
How nmuch farther? whispered Lawence to hinself, in the murmurous silence of his space suit.

The anticlimx was al nost | aughabl e, except that this was no |aughing natter. The probe
penetrated an extra nmeter and a half--a distance he could confortably span w thout straining his
ar ms.

Far nore serious was the fact that ,Sel ene” had not sunk evenly, as Lawence di scovered
after a few additional probings. She was nuch |lower at the stern, being nowtilted at an angle of
about thirty degrees. That al one was enough to weck his plan; he had relied upon the caisson
maki ng a flush contact with the horizontal roof.

He put that problemaside for the nonent; there was a nore i medi ate one. Now that the
cruiser's radio was silent-- and he had to pray that it was a sinple power failure-how could he

tell if the people inside were still alive? They would hear his probe, but there was no way in
whi ch they could comuni cate with him
But of course there was. The easiest and nost primtive neans of all, which could be so

readi |y overl ooked after a century and a half of el ectronics.
Lawence got to his feet and called the waiting skis.
"You can come back," he said. "There's no danger. She only sank a couple of neters."
He had already forgotten the watching mllions. Though his new plan of canpaign had stil
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to be drawn up, he was going into action again

Chapter 27

When Pat and the Conmodore returned to the cabin, the debate was still going full blast.
Radl ey, who had said so little until now, was certainly making up for lost tine. It was as if sone
secret spring had been touched, or he had been absolved froman oath of secrecy. That was probably
t he expl anation; now that he was convinced that his mssion was di scovered, he was only too happy
to talk about it.

Conmodor e Hansteen had nmet many such believers--indeed, it was in sheer self-defense that
he had waded through the turgid literature of the subject. The approach was al nost al ways the
same. First would be the suggestion that "Surely, Conmmodore, you've seen some very strange things
during your years in space?" Then, when his reply was unsatisfactory, there would be a guarded--
and sonetimes not so guarded-- hint that he was either afraid or unwilling to speak. It was a
wast e of energy denying the charge; in the eyes of the faithful, that only proved that he was part
of the conspiracy.

The ot her passengers had no such bitter experience to warn them and Radl ey was evading
their points with effortless ease. Even Schuster, for all his legal training, was unable to pin
himinto a corner; his efforts were as futile as trying to convince a paranoi ac that he was not
really bei ng persecuted.

"Does it seem ,reasonable”,” Schuster argued, "that if thousands of scientists know this,
not one of themwll let the cat out of the bag? You can't keep a secret that big! It would be
like trying to hide the Washi ngton Mnunent!"

"Ch, there have been attenpts to reveal the truth," Radl ey answered. "But the evidence has
a way of being nysteriously destroyed--as well as the nen who wanted to reveal it. They can be
utterly ruthless when it's necessary."

"But you said that--they--have been in contact with human beings. Isn't that a
contradiction?"

"Not at all. You see, the forces of good and evil are at war in the Universe, just as they
are on Earth. Some of the saucer people want to help us, others to exploit us. The two groups have
been struggling together for thousands of years. Sonetines the conflict involves Earth; that is
how Atlantis was destroyed."

Hanst een was unable to resist a smle. Atlantis always got into the act sooner or |ater--
or, if not Atlantis, then Lemuria or Mi. They all appealed to the sane type of unbal anced, nystery-
nongering nentality.

The whol e subj ect had been thoroughly investigated by a group of psychol ogists during--if
Hanst een renenbered correctly--the 1970's. They had concl uded that around the nidtwentieth century
a substantial percentage of the population was convinced that the world was about to be destroyed,
and that the only hope lay in intervention fromspace. Having lost faith in thensel ves, nmen had
sought salvation in the sky.

The flying saucer religion flourished anong the lunatic fringe of mankind for al nost
exactly ten years; then it had abruptly died out, like an epidemc that had run its course. Two
factors, the psychol ogi sts had deci ded, were responsible for this: the first was sheer boredom
the second was the International CGeophysical Year, which had heral ded Man's own entry into space

In the eighteen nonths of the IGY, the sky was watched and probed by nore instrunents, and
nmore trai ned observers, than in the whol e of previous history. If there had been cel esti al
visitors poi sed above the atnosphere, this concentrated scientific effort would have reveal ed
them It did nothing of the sort; and when the first manned vehicles started | eaving Earth, the
flying saucers were still nore conspicuous by their absence.

For nost men, that settled the matter. The thousands of unidentified flying objects that
had been seen over the centuries had sonme natural cause, and with better understandi ng of
met eorol ogy and astronony there was no | ack of reasonabl e expl anations. As the Age of Space
dawned, restoring Man's confidence in his own destiny, the world lost interest in flying saucers.

It is seldom however, that a religion dies out conpletely, and a snall body of the
faithful kept the cult alive with fantastic "revelations," accounts of neetings with
extraterrestrials, and clains of telepathic contacts. Even when, as frequently happened, the
current prophets were proved to have faked the evidence, the devotees never wavered. They needed
their gods in the sky, and woul d not be deprived of them

"You still haven't explained to us," M. Schuster was now sayi ng, "why the saucer people
shoul d be after you. Wat have you done to annoy then®"
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"I was getting too close to sone of their secrets, so they have used this opportunity to
elimnate nme."

"I shoul d have thought they could have found | ess el aborate ways."

"It is foolish to imagine that our limted mnds can understand their node of thinking.
But this would seem|ike an accident; no one would suspect that it was deliberate.”

"A good point. Since it nakes no difference now, could you tell us what secret you were
after? I"'msure we'd all like to know. "

Hanst een shot a quick glance at Irving Schuster. The | awyer had struck himas a rather
solem, hunorless little man; irony seened sonewhat out of character

“"I'd be glad to tell you," answered Radley. "It really starts back in nineteen fifty-
three, when an Anmerican astrononer nanmed O Neill observed sonething very renarkable here on the
Moon. He di scovered a small bridge on the eastern border of the Mare Crisium O her astrononers,
of course, laughed at him-but |ess prejudiced ones confirmed the existence of the bridge. Wthin
a few years, however, it had vani shed. Cbviously, our interest had al armed the saucer people, and
they had dismantled it."

That "obvious," Hansteen told hinself, was a perfect exanple of saucerite |ogic--the
daring ,non sequitur” that left the normal nmind hel plessly floundering several junps behind. He
had never heard of O Neill's Bridge, but there had been scores of exanples of nistaken
observations in the astronomical records. The Martian canals were the classic case; honest
observers had reported themfor years, but they sinply did not exist--at |east not as the fine
spi der web that Lowell and others had drawn. Did Radley think that someone had filled in the
canal s between the tine of Lowell and the securing of the hrst clear photographs of Mars? He was
quite capable of it, Hansteen was sure.

Presumably O Neill's Bridge had been a trick of the lighting, or of the Mon's perpetually
shifting shadows--but such a sinple explanation was not, of course, good enough for kadley. And,
in any event, what was the nman doing here, a couple of thousand kil oneters fromthe Mare Cri siunf

Soneone el se had thought of that, and had put the same question. As usual, Radley had a
convi ncing answer at the tip of his tongue.

"I'"d hoped,"” he said, "to divert their suspicions by behaving |like an ordinary tourist.

Because the evidence | was |ooking for lay on the western hemi sphere, | went east. | planned to
get to the Mare Crisiumby going across Farside; there were several places there that | wanted to
| ook at, too. But they were too clever for nme. | should have guessed that |'d be spotted by one of

their agents--they can take human form you know. Probably they've been follow ng me ever since
| anded on the Moon.™"

“I"'d like to know," said Ms. Schuster, who seened to be taking Radley with ever-

i ncreasi ng seriousness, "what they're going to do to us now. "

“I wish 1l could tell you, ma'am" answered Radley. "W know t hat they have eaves deep down
i nsi de the Moon, and al nost certainly that's where we're being taken. As soon as they saw that the
rescuers were getting close, they stepped in again. I"'mafraid we're too deep for anyone to reach
us now. "

That's quite enough of this nonsense, said Pat to hinself. W've had our comc relief, and
now this madman is starting to depress people. But how can we shut himup?

Insanity was rare on the Mwon, as in all frontier societies. Pat did not know how to dea
with it, especially with this confident, curiously persuasive variety. There were nonents when he
al nrost wondered if there might be sonmething in Radley's delusion. In other circunstances, his
natural, healthy skepticismwould have protected him but now, after these days of strain and
suspense, his critical faculties were dinmed. He w shed there was sone neat way of breaking the
spell that this glib-tongued nani ac was undoubtedly casting.

Hal f ashamed of the thought, he renmenbered the quick ,coup de grace” that had put Hans
Bal dur so neatly to sleep. Wthout intending to do se-at |east, to his conscious know edge- - he
caught Harding's eye. To his alarm there was an i medi ate response; Hardi ng nodded slightly and
rose slowy to his feet. No! said Pat--but only to hinself. | don't mean ,that”; |eave the poor
lunatic alone; ,what sort of man are you, anyway?”

Then he rel axed, very slightly. Harding was not attenpting to nove fromhis seat, four
pl aces from Radl ey. He was nerely standing there, |ooking at the New Zeal ander with an
unf at homabl e expression. It might even have been pity, but in this dimlighting Pat could not be
sure.

"I think it's time to make ny contribution,” Harding said. "At |east one of the things our
friend was telling you is perfectly true. He has been foll owed--but not by saucemtes. By ne.

"For an amateur, WIfred George Radley, I'd like to congratulate you. It's been a fine
chase--from Christchurch to Astrograd to Clavius to Tycho to Ptoleny to Plato to Port Roris--and
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to here, which | guess is the end of the trail, in nore ways than one."

Radl ey did not seemin the |east perturbed. He nerely inclined his head in an al nbst rega
gesture of acknow edgnent, as if he recognized Harding' s existence, but did not wish to pursue his
acquai nt ance.

"As you may have guessed," continued Harding, "lI'ma detective. Mst of the tine
specialize in fraud. Quite interesting work, though |I sel dom have a chance of talking about it.
I"maquite grateful for this opportunity.

"I've no interest--well, no professional interest--in Mster Radley's peculiar beliefs.
Whether they're true or not doesn't affect the fact that he's a very snmart accountant, earning a
good salary back in N Z Though not one good enough to pay for a nonth on the Moon.

"But that was no problem-because, you see, M ster Radl ey was senior accountant at the
Chri stchurch branch of Universal Travel Cards, Incorporated. The systemis supposed to be
f ool proof and doubl e checked, but sonehow he nanaged to issue hinself a card--Q Category--good for
unlimted travel anywhere in the solar system for hotel and restaurant billings, for cashing
checks up to five hundred stoilars on demand. There aren't many Q cards around, and they're
handl ed as if they're made of plutonium

"Of course, people have tried to get away with this sort of thing before; clients are
al ways losing their cards, and enterprising characters have a fine tinme with themfor a few days
before they're caught. But only a few days. The UTC central billing systemis very efficient--it
has to be. There are several safeguards agai nst unauthorized use, and until now, the |ongest run
anyone's had was a week."

"Ni ne days," Radley unexpectedly interjected.

"Sorry--"you” should know. Nine days, then. But Radl ey had been on the nove for al npbst
three weeks before we spotted him He'd taken his annual |eave, and told the office he'd be
vacationing quietly on the North Island. Instead, he went to Astrograd and then on to the Mon
maki ng history in the process. For he's the first man--and we hope the last one--to | eave Earth
entirely on credit.

"W still want to know exactly how he did it. How did he bypass the automati c checking
circuits? Did lie have an acconplice in the conputer program ng section? And sinilar questions of
absorbing interest to UTC, Inc. | hope, Radley, you'll let down your hair with ne, just to satisfy
my curiosity. | think it's the least you can do in the circunstances.

"Still, we know ,why” you did it--why you threw up a good job to go on a spree that was
bound to land you in jail. W guessed the reason, of course, as soon as we found you were on the

Moon. UTC knew all about your hobby, but it didn't affect your efficiency. They took a ganble, and
it's been an expensive one."

“"I"'mvery sorry," Radley replied, not without dignity. "The firm s always treated ne well,
and it did seema shame. But it was in a good cause, and if | could have found ny evidence-"

But at that point everyone, except Detective |Inspector Harding, lost interest in Radley
and his saucers. The sound that they had all been anxiously waiting for had come at |ast.

Lawrence's probe was scratching against the roof.

Chapter 28

| seemto have been here for half a lifetine, thought Maurice Spenser, yet the sun is
still lowin the west, where it rises on this weird world, and it's still three days to noon. How
much | onger am | going to be stuck on this nountaintop, listening to Captain Anson's tall stories

of the spaceways, and watching that distant raft, with its twin igloos?

It was a question that no one could answer. \Wen the caisson had started to descend, it
had | ooked as if another twentyfour hours would see the job finished. But now they were back where
they had started--and, to make nmatters worse, all the visual excitenent of the story was over
Everything that woul d happen from now on woul d be hidden deep in the Sea, or would take place
behind the walls of an igloo. Lawence still stubbornly refused to allow a canera out on the raft,
and Spenser could hardly blame him The Chi ef Engi neer had been unl ucky once, when his comentary
had bl own up in his face, and was not going to risk it happeni ng again

Yet there was no question of ,Auriga” abandoning the site which she had reached at such
expense. |If all went well, there was one dramatic scene still to come. And if all went badly,
there woul d be a tragic one. Sooner or |ater, those dust-skis would be heading back to Port Roris--
with or without the nen and wonen they had come to save. Spenser was not going to nmiss the
departure of that caravan, whether it took place under the rising or the setting sun, or beneath
the fainter light of the unnoving Earth.
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As soon as he had rel ocated ,Selene”, Lawence had started drilling again. On the nonitor
screen, Spenser could see the thin shaft of the oxygen-supply tube naking its second descent into
the dust. Way was Lawence bothering to do this, he wondered, if he was not even sure whether
anyone was still alive aboard ,Sel ene?” And how was he going to check this, now that the radi o had
failed?

That was a question that millions of people were asking thenselves as they watched the
pi pe sink down into the dust, and perhaps many of them thought of the right answer. Yet, oddly
enough, it never occurred to anyone aboard , Sel ene”--not even to the Comodore.

As soon as they heard that heavy thunp against the roof, they knew at once that this was
no sounding rod, delicately probing the Sea. Wien, a nminute |ater, there canme the unm stakabl e
whirr of a drill chewing its way through Fiberglas, they felt |ike condemmed nmen who had been
granted a |last-mnute reprieve.

This time, the drill missed the cable conduit--not that it nmattered now. The passengers
wat ched, al nost hypnotized, as the grinding sound grew | ouder and the first flakes planed down
fromthe ceiling. Wen the head of the drill appeared and descended twenty centineters into the
cabin, there was a brief but heartfelt burst of cheering.

Now what? said Pat to hinself. W can't talk to them howw Il | know when to unscrew the
drill? I'"mnot going to nake ,that” mistake a second tine.

Startlingly loud in this tense, expectant silence, the nmetal tube resonated with the DIT
DIT DIT DAH which, surely, not one of ,Selene's” conpany woul d forget, however long he lived. Pat
replied at once, banging out an answering V with a pair of pliers. Now they know we're alive, he
thought. He had never really believed that Lawence woul d assune that they were dead and abandon
them yet at the sanme tine there was al ways that haunting doubt.

The tube signaled again, this tine nuch nore slowy. It was a nui sance having to |l earn
Morse; in this age, it seenmed such an anachronism and nany were the bitter protests among pilots
and space engineers at the waste of effort. In your whole lifetine, you mght need it only once.

But that was the point. You would ,really” need it then

DIT DIT DAH, rapped the tube. DAHDIT. . . DT DTDT. . . DAHDTDAHDT. . . DT
DAHDIT. . . DT . . . DT DAH DAH

Then, so that there would be no nmistake, it started to repeat the word, but both Pat and
t he Commmodore, rusty though they were, had got the nessage.

"They're telling us to unscrew the drill," said Pat. "Well, here we go."

The brief rush of air gave everyone a nmonent of unnecessary panic as the pressure
equal i zed. Then the pipe was open to the upper world, and twenty-two anxi ous nen and wonen waited
for the first breath of oxygen to cone gushing down it.

I nstead, the tube spoke. Qut of the open orifice came a voice, hollow and sepul chral, but
perfectly clear. It was so loud, and so utterly unexpected, that a gasp of surprise cane fromthe
conpany. Probably not nore than half a dozen of these nen and wonmen had ever heard a speaking
tube; they had grown up in the belief that only through el ectronics could the voice be sent across
space. This antique revival was as nuch a novelty to themas a tel ephone woul d have been to an
anci ent G eek.

"This is Chief Engineer Law ence speaking. Can you hear ne?"

Pat cupped his hands over the opening, and answered slowy: "Hearing you |l oud and cl ear
How do you receive us?"

"Very clear. Are you all right?"

"Yes--what's happened?”

"You' ve dropped a couple of neters--no nore than that. We hardly noticed anything up here,
until the pipes cane adrift. How s your air?"

"Still good--but the sooner you start supplying us, the better."
"Don't worry, we'll be punping again as soon as we get the dust out of the filters, and
can rush out another drill head from Port Roris. The one you've just unscrewed was the only spare;

it was lucky we had that."

So it will be at least an hour, Pat told hinself, before their air supply could be secured
again. That, however, was not the problemthat now worried him He knew how Law ence had hoped to
reach them and he realized that the plan would not work now t hat ,Sel ene” was no |onger on an
even keel

"How are you going to get at us?" he asked bluntly.

There was only the briefest of hesitations before Law ence answered.

"“I've not worked out the details, but we'll add another sec tion to the caisson and
continue it down until it reaches you. Then we'll start scooping out the dust until we get to the
bottom That will take us to within a few centineters of you; we'll cross that gap sonmehow. But
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there's one thing I want you to do first."

"What' s that?"

"I"'mninety per cent sure that you won't settle again--but if you' re going to, I'd rather
you did it now. | want you all to junp up and down together for a couple of mnutes."

"WIl that be safe?" asked Pat doubtfully. "Suppose this pipe tears out again?"

"Then you can plug it again. Another small hole won't natter--but another subsidence wll,
if it happens when we're trying to make a nan-sized opening in the roof."

.Sel ene” had seen sone strange sights, but this was undoubtedly the strangest. Twenty-two
men and woren were solemly junping up and down in unison, rising to the ceiling and then pushing
t hensel ves back as vigorously as possible to the floor. Al the while Pat kept a careful watch on
that pipe leading to the upper world; after a minute's strenuous exertion on the part of her
passengers, ,Selene” had nmoved downward by | ess than two centineters.

He reported this to Lawence, who received the news wi th thankful ness. Now that he was
reasonably sure that Selene would not shift again, he was confident that he could get these people
out. Exactly how, he was not yet certain, but the plan was beginning to formin his mnd.

It took shape over the next twelve hours, in conferences with his brains trust and
experiments on the Sea of Thirst. The Engi neering Division had | earned nore about the dust in the
| ast week than during the whole of its previous existence. It was no longer fighting in the dark
agai nst a largely unknown opponent. |t understood which liberties could be taken, and which could
not .

Despite the speed with which the changed pl ans were drawn up and the necessary hardware
constructed, there was no undue haste and certainly no carel essness. For this was another
operation that had to work the first tinme. If it failed, then at the very |l east the cai sson would
have to be abandoned and a new one sunk. And at the worst--those aboard Sel ene woul d be drowned in
dust .

"It's a pretty problem" said Tom Lawson, who |iked pretty problens--and not nuch el se.
"The | ower end of the caisson's wide open to the dust, because it's resting against Selene at only
one point, and the tilt of the roof prevents it fromsealing. Before we can punp out the dust, we
have to cl ose that gap.

"Did | say 'punp'? That was a m stake. You can't punp the stuff; it has to be lifted. And
if we tried that as things are now, it would flowin just as fast at the bottom of the tube as we
took it out of the top."

Tom paused and grinned sardonically at his nmultimllion audience, as if challenging it to
sol ve the problem he had outlined. He let his viewers stewin their own thoughts for a while, then
pi cked up the nodel lying on the studio table. Though it was an extrenely sinple one, he was
rather proud of it, for he had made it hinself. No one could have guessed, fromthe other side of
the canera, that it was only cardboard sprayed w th al um num pai nt.

"This tube,"” he said, "represents a short section of the caisson that's now | eadi ng down
to ,Selene”--and which, as | said, is full of dust. Now ,this”"--" with his other hand, he picked
up a stubby cylinder, closed at one end--"fits snugly inside the caisson, like a piston. It's very
heavy, and will try to sink under its own weight. But it can't do so, of course, while the dust is
trapped underneath it."

Tomturned the piston until its flat end was toward the canera. He pressed his forefinger
agai nst the center of the circular face, and a small trap door opened.

"This acts as a valve. Wen it's open, dust can flow through and the piston can sink down
the shaft. As soon as it reaches the bottom the valve will be closed by a signal from above. That
will seal off the caisson, and we can start scooping out the dust.

"It sounds very sinple, doesn't it? Well, it's not. There are about fifty problens |
haven't mentioned. For exanple, as the caisson is enptied, it will try to float up to the surface
with a lift of a good many tons. Chief Engi neer Law ence has worked out an ingeni ous system of
anchors to hold it down.

"You'll realize, of course, that even when this tube has been enptied of dust, there wll
still be that wedge-shaped gap between its |ower end and ,Sel ene's” roof. How M ster Law ence
proposes to deal with that, | don't know. And please don't send me any nore suggestions; we've

al ready had enough hal f-baked ideas on this programto last a lifetine.

"Thi s-pi ston gadget--isn't just theory. The engi neers here have built and tested it during
the last twelve hours, and it's nowin action. If |I can nake any sense of the signals the man's
waving at ne, | think we're now going over to the Sea of Thirst, to find out what's happeni ng on
the raft.”

The tenporary studio in the Hotel Roris faded froma million screens; in its place was the
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picture that, by this time, nust have been faniliar to nost of the human race.
There were now three igloos of assorted sizes on or around the raft; as the sunlight
glinted fromtheir reflecting outer surfaces, they | ooked |like giant drops of mercury. One of the

dust skis was parked beside the | argest done; the other two were in transit, still shuttling
supplies fromPort Roris.
Li ke the mouth of a well, the caisson projected fromthe Sea. Its rimwas only twenty

centinmeters above the dust, and the opening seemed nuch too narrow for a nman to enter. It would,
i ndeed, have been a very tight fit for anyone wearing a space suit--but the crucial part of this
operation woul d be done without suits.

At regular intervals, a cylindrical grab was di sappearing into the well, to be haul ed back
to the surface a few seconds |later by a small but powerful crane. On each withdrawal, the grab
woul d be swung cl ear of the opening, and would disgorge its contents back into the Sea. For an
instant a gray dunce's cap of dust would stand in nonentary bal ance on the level plain; then it
woul d col | apse in slow notion, vanishing conpletely before the next |oad had energed fromthe
shaft. It was a conjuring trick being carried out in broad daylight, and it was fascinating to
wat ch. More effectively than a thousand words of description, it told the viewers all that they
needed to know about the Sea of Thirst.

The grab was taking longer on its journeys now, as it plunged deeper into the dust. And at
| ast there came the noment when it energed only half full, and the way to ,Sel ene” was open--
except for that roadbl ock at the end.

Chapter 29

"We're still in very good spirits,"” said Pat, into the nicrophone that had now been
| owered down the air shaft. "OF course, we had a bad shock after that second cave-in, when we | ost
contact with you--but now we're sure you'll soon have us out. W can hear the grab at work, as it
scoops up the dust, and it's wonderful to know that help is so close. W'll never forget," he

added, a little anwkwardly, "the efforts that so many people have nmade to hel p us, and whatever
happens we'd like to thank them All of us are quite sure that everything possible has been done

"And now I'll hand over the m ke, since several of us have nessages we want to send. Wth
any luck at all, this will be the |ast broadcast from , Sel ene”."

As he gave the mcrophone to Ms. WIllians, he realized that he night have phrased that
last remark a little better; it could be interpreted in two ways. But now that rescue was so cl ose
at hand, he refused to adnit the possibility of further setbacks. They had been through so nmuch
that, surely, nothing nore would happen to them now

Yet he knew that the final stage of the operation would be the nost difficult, and the
nmost critical, of all. They had discussed it endlessly during the |last few hours, ever since Chief
Engi neer Lawrence had explained his plans to them There was little else to talk about now that,
by conmon consent, the subject of flying saucers was vetoed.

They coul d have continued with the book readi ngs, but sonehow both , Shane” and , The Orange
and the Apple” had | ost their appeal. No one could concentrate on anything now except the
prospects of rescue, and the renewal of life that |ay before them when they had rejoi ned the human
race.

From over head, there was a sudden, heavy thunp. That could nmean only one thing; the grab
had reached the bottom of the shaft, and the cai sson was clear of dust. Nowit could be coupled to
one of the igloos and punped full of air.

It took nore than an hour to conplete the connection and nake all the necessary tests. The
specially nodified Mark XIX igloo, with a hole inits floor just |arge enough to acconmodate the
protrudi ng end of the caisson, had to be positioned and inflated with the utnost care. The |ives
of ,Selene's” passengers, and al so those of the nen attenpting to rescue them m ght depend upon
this air seal

Not until Chief Engineer Lawence was thoroughly satisfied did he strip off his space suit
and approach that yawning hole. He held a floodlight above the opening and | ooked down into the
shaft, which seemed to dwindle away to infinity. Yet it was just seventeen neters to the bottom
even in this low gravity, an object would take only five seconds to fall that distance.

Law ence turned to his assistants; each was wearing a space suit, but with the face plate
open. |f anything went wong, those plates could be snapped shut in a fraction of a second, and
the men inside would probably be safe. But for Lawence there would be no hope at all--nor for the
twenty-two aboard , Sel ene”.
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"You know exactly what to do," he said. "If | want to come up in a hurry, all of you pul
on the rope | adder together. Any questions?"

There were none; everything had been thoroughly rehearsed. Wth a nod to his nen and a
chorus of "Good lucks" in return, Lawence |owered hinmself into the shaft.

He let hinself fall nobst of the way, checking his speed fromtine to tine by grabbing at
the ladder. On the Moon it was quite safe to do this; well, ,alnost” safe. Lawence had seen nen
killed because they had forgotten that even this gravity field could accelerate one to a | etha
speed in |l ess than ten seconds.

This was like Alice's fall into Wwnderland (so much of Carroll mght have been inspired by
space travel), but there was nothing to see on the way down except the blank concrete wall, so
close that Lawrence had to squint to focus upon it. And then, with the slightest of bunps, he had
reached the bottom

He squatted down on the little nmetal platform the size and shape of a manhol e cover, and
examned it carefully. The trapdoor valve that had been open during the piston's descent through

the dust was | eaking very slightly, and a trickle of gray powder was creeping round the seal. It
was nothing to worry about, but Lawrence could not hel p wondering what woul d happen if the valve
opened under the pressure from beneath. How fast would the dust rise up the shaft, like water in a

well? Not as fast, he was quite certain, as he could go up that |adder

Beneath his feet now, only centineters away, was the roof of the cruiser, sloping down
into the dust at that maddening thirty degrees. His problemwas to mate the horizontal end of the
shaft with the sloping roof of the cruiser--and to do it so well that the coupling would be dust-
tight.

He could see no flaw in the plan; nor did he expect to, for it had been devised by the
best engineering brains on Earth and Mon. It even allowed for the possibility that ,Selene” m ght
shift again, by a few centineters, while he was working here. But theory was one thing--and, as he
knew all too well, practice was anot her.

There were six large thunbscrews spaced around the circunference of the nmetal disc on
whi ch Lawrence was sitting, and he started to turn them one by one, |ike a drunmer tuning his
instrunment. Connected to the |ower side of the platformwas a short piece of concertina-Ilike
tubi ng, al nost as wide as the caisson, and now folded flat. It formed a flexible coupling |Iarge
enough for a man to crawl through, and was now sl owy opening as Law ence turned the screws.

One side of the corrugated tube had to stretch through forty centinmeters to reach the
sl oping roof; the other had to nove scarcely at all. Lawence's chief worry had been that the
resi stance of the dust would prevent the concertina from opening, but the screws were easily
overcom ng the pressure

Now none of them could be tightened any further; the | ower end of the coupling nust be
flush against , Sel ene's” roof, and sealed to it, he hoped, by the rubber gasket around its rim
How tight that seal was, he would very soon know.

Automati cally checking his escape route, Lawence gl anced up the shaft. He could see
not hi ng past the glare of the floodlight hanging two neters above his head, but the rope | adder
stretching past it was extrenely reassuring.

“I'"ve l et down the connector," he shouted to his invisible colleagues. "It seens to be
flush against the roof. Now |I'm going to open the valve."

Any m stake now, and the whol e shaft woul d be fl ooded, perhaps beyond possibility of
further use. Slowy and gently, Lawrence released the trap door which had all owed the dust to pass
through the piston while it was descendi ng. There was no sudden upwel ling; the corrugated tube
beneath his feet was hol di ng back the Sea.

Law ence reached through the valve-and his fingers felt the roof of ,Selene”, stil
i nvi si bl e beneath the dust but now only a handsbreath away. Few achievenents in all his Iife had
ever given himsuch a sense of satisfaction. The job was still far fromfinished--"but he had
reached the cruiser”. For a nonent he crouched in his little pit, feeling as sone old-tinme mnner
must have when the first nugget of gold gleanmed in the |anplight.

He banged three tinmes on the roof. Inmmediately, his signal was returned. There was no
point in striking up a Mrse conversation, for, if he wished, he could talk directly through the
m crophone circuit, but he knew the psychol ogical effect that his tapping would have. It would
prove to the nen and wonen in ,Selene” that rescue was now only centineters away.

Yet there were still mmjor obstacles to be denolished, and the next one was the manhol e
cover on which he was sitting-- the face of the piston itself. It had served its purpose, holding
back the dust while the cai sson was being enptied, but now it had to be renpbved before anyone
could escape from Sel ene. This had to be done, however, without disturbing the flexible coupling
that it had hel ped to place in position
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To make this possible, the circular face of the piston had been built so that it could be

lifted out, like a saucepan lid, when eight large bolts were unscrewed. It took Lawence only a
few mnutes to deal with these and to attach a rope to the new | oose netal disc; then he shouted,
"Haul away!"

A fatter nman would have had to clinb the shaft while the circular lid cane up after him
but Lawence was able to squeeze against the wall while the netal plate, noving edgeways, was
hoi sted past him There goes the last |line of dofense, he told hinself, as the disc vanished
overhead. Now it would be inpossible to seal the shaft again if the coupling failed and the dust
started to pour in.

"Bucket!" he shouted. It was already on its way down.

Forty years ago, thought Lawence, | was playing on a California beach with bucket and
spade, naking castles in the sand. Now here | amon the Mpon--Chi ef Engi neer, Earthside, no | ess--
shoveling in even deadlier earnest, with the whol e human race | ooking over ny shoul der

When the first | oad was hoi sted up, he had exposed a considerable area of ,Selene's” roof.
The vol une of dust trapped inside the coupling-tube was quite snmall, and two nore bucketfuls
di sposed of it.

Bef ore him now was the alumnized fabric of the sun shield, which had | ong ago crunpl ed
under the pressure. Lawence cut it away without difficulty--it was so fragile that he could tear
it with his bare hands--and exposed the slightly roughened Fiberglas of the outer hull. To cut
through that with a small power saw would be easy; it would al so be fatal

For by this tinme ,Selene's” double hull had lost its integrity; when the roof had been
damaged, the dust would have flooded into the space between the two walls. It would be waiting
there, under pressure, to cone spurting out as soon as he nade his first incision. Before he could
enter ,Selene”, that thin but deadly | ayer of dust would have to be i mobilized.

Law ence rapped briskly against the roof; as he had expected, the sound was nuffled by the
dust. What he did not expect was to receive an urgent, frantic tattoo in reply.

This, he could tell at once, was no reassuring "I'mOK " signal frominside the cruiser.
Even before the nen overhead could relay the news to him Lawence had guessed that the Sea of
Thirst was naking one final bid to keep its prey.

Because Karl Johanson was a nucl eoni cs engi neer, had a sensitive nose, and happened to be
sitting at the rear of the bus, he was the one who spotted the approach of disaster. He remained

quite still for a few seconds, nostrils twitching, then said "Excuse ne" to his conpanion in the
aisle seat, and strolled quietly to the washroom He did not wish to cause alarmif there was no
need, especially when rescue seenmed so near. But in his professional lifetime he had | earned,

t hrough nore exanpl es than he cared to renenber, never to ignore the smell of burning insulation.

He was in the washroomfor |ess than fifteen seconds. \When he energed he was wal ki ng
qui ckly, but not quickly enough to cause panic. He went straight to Pat Harris, who was deep in
conversation with Commbdore Hansteen, and interrupted them wi thout cerenony.

"Captain," he said in a low, urgent voice, "we're on fire. Go and check in the toilet.
I've not told anyone el se."

In a second, Pat was gone, and Hansteen with him In space, as on the sea, no one stopped
to argue when he heard the word "Fire." And Johanson was not the sort of man to raise a false
alarm |ike Pat, he was a Lunar Adm nistration tech, and had been one of those whomthe Conmmodore
had selected for his riot squad.

The toilet was typical of that on any snmall vehicle of |land, sea, air, or space; one could
touch every wall wi thout changing position. But the rear wall, inmediately above the washbow ,
could no |l onger be touched at all. The Fiberglas was blistered with heat, and was buckling and
bul gi ng even while the horrified spectators | ooked at it.

"My God!" said the Conmodore. "That will be through in a mnute. Wat's causing it?"

But Pat had al ready gone. He was back a few seconds |ater, carrying the cabin's two snall
fire extinguishers under his arns.

"Commodore," he said, "go and report to the raft. Tell themwe may only have a few
mnutes. |'Il stay here in case it breaks through."”

Hansteen did as he was told. A nonent |ater Pat heard his voice calling the nessage into
the m crophone, and the sudden turnoil anmpbng the passengers that foll owed. Al nost i mediately the
door opened again, and he was joined by MKenzie.

"Can | hel p?" asked the scientist.

"I don't think so," Pat answered, holding the extinguisher at the ready. He felt a curious
nunbness, as if this was not really happening to him but was all a dream from whi ch he woul d soon
awaken. Perhaps by now he had passed beyond fear; having surmounted one crisis after another, all
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enoti on had been wung out of him He could still endure, but he could no | onger react.

"What's causing it?" asked MKenzie, echoing the Commbdore's unanswered question and
imediately following it with another. "Wat's behind this bul khead?"

"Qur main power supply. Twenty heavy-duty cells."

"How much energy in thenP"

"Well, we started with five thousand kil owatt-hours. We probably still have half of it.

"There's your answer. Sonething's shorting out our power supply. It's probably been
burni ng up ever since the overhead wiring got ripped out."

The expl anati on made sense, if only because there was no other source of energy aboard the
cruiser. She was conpletely fireproof, so could not support an ordi nary conbustion. But there was
enough el ectrical energy in her power cells to drive her at full speed for hours on end, and if
this dissipated itself in raw heat the results woul d be catastrophic.

Yet this was inpossible; such an overload would have tripped the circuit breakers at once--
unl ess, for some reason, they had jammed.

They had not, as MKenzie reported after a quick check in the air |ock

"Al'l the breakers have junped,"” he said. "The circuits are as dead as mutton. | don't
understand it."
Even in this nonment of peril, Pat could hardly refrain fromsniling. MKenzie was the

eternal scientist; he nmight be about to die, but he would insist on knowing how. If he was being
burned at the stake--and a simlar fate mght well be in store--he would ask his executioners,
"What ki nd of wood are you using?"

The fol ding door creased i nward as Hansteen canme back to report.

"Lawr ence says he'll be through in ten mnutes,” he said. "WII| that wall hold unti
t hen?"

"God knows," answered Pat. "It may |last for another hour--it may go in the next five
seconds. Depends how the fire's spreading.”

"Aren't there automatic fire-fighting appliances in that cornpartnent?"

"There's no point in having them-this is our pressure bul khead, and there's normally
vacuum on the other side. That's the best fire fighter you can get."

"That's it!" exclainmed MKenzie. "Don't you see? The whol e conpartnent's fl ooded. Wen the
roof tore, the dust started to work its way in. It's shorting all the electrical equipnent."

Pat knew, without further discussion, that MKenzie was right. By now all the sections
normal |y open to space nust be packed with dust. It would have poured in through the broken roof,
fl owed al ong the gap between the double hull, slowy accumul ated around the open bus bars in the
power conpartnent. And then the pyrotechnics would have started: there was enough neteoric iron in
the dust to nake it a good conductor. It would be arcing and shorting in there |ike a thousand
electric fires.

"If we sprinkled water on that wall,"
it crack the Fiberglas?"

"I think we should try it," answered MKenzie, "but very carefully--not too nuch at a
tine." He filled a plastic cup-- the water was already hot--and | ooked enquiringly at the others.
Since there were no objections, he began to splash a few drops on the slowy blistering surface.

The cracklings and poppings that resulted were so terrifying that he stopped at once. It
was too big a risk; with a netal wall, it would have been a good idea, but this nonconducting
pl astic woul d shatter under the thermal stresses.

"There's nothing we can do in here,"” said the Cormbdore. "Even those extinguishers won't
hel p nuch. We'd better get out and bl ock off this whole conpartnment. The door will act as a fire
wal | , and give us sone extra tine."

Pat hesitated. The heat was al ready al nbst unbearable, but it seened cowardice to | eave.
Yet Hansteen's suggesti on nmade excellent sense; if he stayed here until the fire broke through, he
woul d probably be gassed at once by the funes.

"Right--let's get out,"” he agreed. "W'|l see what kind of barricade we can build behind
this door."

He did not think they would have nuch tinme to do it; already he could hear, quite
distinctly, a frying, blistering sound fromthe wall that was holding the inferno at bay.

said the Conmodore, "would it help matters--or would

Chapter 30

The news that ,Selene” was on fire made no difference at all to Lawence's actions. He
could not nove any faster than he was doing now, if he attenpted it, he might make a m stake, just
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when the trickiest part of the entire job was coning up. Al he could do was to forge ahead, and
hope that he woul d beat the flames.

The apparatus now being | owered down the shaft | ooked |ike an overgrown grease gun, or a
gi ant version of those syringes used to put icing on wedding cakes. This one held neither grease
nor icing, but an organic silicon conmpound under great pressure. At the nonent it was liquid; it
woul d not remain so for |ong.

Lawence's first problemwas to get the liquid between the double hull, wthout letting
the dust escape. Using a small rivet gun, he fired seven hollow bolts into ,Sel ene's” outer skin--
one in the center of the exposed circle, the other six evenly spaced around its circunference.

He connected the syringe to the center bolt, and pressed the trigger. There was a slight
hiss as the fluid rushed through the hollow bolt, its pressure opening a tiny valve in the
bul | et shaped nose. Wrking very swiftly, Lawence noved frombolt to bolt, shooting equal charges
of fluid through each. Now the stuff would have spread out al nost evenly between the two hulls, in
a ragged pancake nmore than a neter across. No--not a pancake--a ,souffle”, for it would have
started to foamas soon as it escaped fromthe nozzle.

And a few seconds later, it would have started to set, under the influence of the catal yst
injected with it. Lawence |ooked at his watch; in five mnutes that foam would be rock-hard,

t hough as porous as pum ce--which, indeed, it would very closely resenble. There would be no
chance of nore dust entering this section of the hull; what was already there was frozen in place.

There was nothing he could do to shorten that five minutes; the whole plan depended upon
the foamsetting to a known consistency. If his timng and positioning had been faulty, or the
cheni sts back at Base had made an error, the people aboard ,Sel ene” were already as good as dead

He used the waiting period to tidy up the shaft, sending all the equi pnment back to the
surface. Soon only Lawrence hinmself was left at the bottom wth no tools at all but his bare
hands. |f Maurice Spenser could have snuggled his canera into this narrow space--and he woul d have
si gned any reasonable contract with the Devil to have done so-his viewers woul d have been quite
unabl e to guess Law ence's next nove.

They woul d have been still nore baffled when what | ooked Iike a child s hoop was slowy
| owered down the shaft. But this was no nursery toy; it was the key that woul d open , Sel ene”

Sue had al ready marshal ed the passengers to the front--and now nmuch hi gher--end of the
cabin. They were all standing there in a tightly packed group, |ooking anxiously at the ceiling
and straining their ears for every encouragi ng sound.

Encour agenent, thought Pat, was what they needed now. And he needed it nmore than any of
them for he al one knew - unless Hansteen or MKenzie had guessed it--the real magnitude of the
danger they were facing.

The fire was bad enough, and could kill themif it broke through into the cabin. But it
was sl ow nmoving, and they could fight it, even if only for a while. Agai nst expl osion, however,
they coul d do not hi ng.

For ,Selene” was a bonmb, and the fuse was already lit. The stored-up energy in the power
cells that drove her notors and all her electrical devices could escape as raw heat, but it could
not detonate. That was not true, unfortunately, of the |iquidoxygen tanks.

They must still hold many liters of the fearfully cold, violently reactive el enent. \Wen
the nounting heat ruptured those tanks, there would be both a physical and a chem cal explosion. A
smal|l one, it was true--perhaps equivalent to a hundred kilograns of T.N. T. But that woul d be
qui te enough to smash ,Sel ene” to pieces.

Pat saw no point in mentioning this to Hansteen, who was al ready planning his barricade.
Seats were being unscrewed fromthe rows near the front of the cabin, and jamed between the rear
row and the toilet door. It |ooked as if the Commpdore was preparing for an invasion rather than a
fire-- as indeed he was. The fire itself, because of its nature, m ght not spread beyond the power-
cell conpartnent, but as soon as that cracked and blistered wall finally gave way, the dust would
conme flooding through.

"Commodore," said Pat, "while you're doing this, I'll start organi zing the passengers. W
can't have twenty people trying to get out at once."

That was a nightmare prospect that had to be avoided at all costs. Yet it would be hard to
avoid panic--even in this welldisciplined community--if a single narrow tunnel was the only neans
of escape froma rapidly approachi ng deat h.

Pat wal ked to the front of the cabin; on Earth that would have been a steep uphill clinb,
but here a thirty-degree slope was barely noticeable. He | ooked at the anxious faces ranged in
front of himand said: "W're going to be out of here very soon. Wen the ceiling opens, a rope
| adder will be dropped down. The ladies will go first, then the nmen--all in al phabetical order
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Don't bother to use your feet. Renenmber how little you weigh here, and go up hand over hand, as
qui ckly as you can. But don't crowd the person in front; you should have plenty of time, and it
will take you only a few seconds to reach the top

"Sue, please sort everyone out in the right order. Harding, Bryan, Johanson, Barrett--1'd
like you to stand by as you did before. W may need your hel p-"

He did not finish the sentence. There was a kind of soft, muffled explosion fromthe rear
of the cabin--nothing spectacul ar; the popping of a paper bag woul d have nade nore noise. But it
meant that the wall was down--while the ceiling, unfortunately, was still intact.

On the other side of the roof, Lawence laid his hoop flat against the Fiberglas and
started to fix it in position with quick-drying cement. The ring was alnmost as wide as the little
well in which he was crouching; it came to within a few centineters of the corrugated walls.
Though it was perfectly safe to handle, he treated it with exaggerated care. He had never acquired
that easy famliarity with explosives that characterizes those who have to live with them

The ring charge he was tanmping in place was a perfectly conventional specinen of the art,

i nvol ving no technical problens. It would nake a neat clean out of exactly the desired wi dth and

t hi ckness, doing in a thousandth of a second a job that would have taken a quarter of an hour with
a power saw. That was what Lawrence had first intended to use; now he was very glad that he had
changed his mnd. It seemed nost unlikely that he would have a quarter of an hour

How true that was, he learned while he was still waiting for the foamto set. "The fire's
through into the cabin!" yelled a voice from over head.

Law ence | ooked at his watch. For a monent it seemed as if the second hand was notionl ess,
but that was an illusion he had experienced all his Iife. The watch had not stopped; it was nerely
that Time, as usual, was not going at the speed he wi shed. Until this noment it had been passing
too swiftly; now, of course, it was crawling on |eaden feet.

The foam shoul d be rock-hard in another thirty seconds. Far better to leave it alittle
| onger than to risk shooting too soon, while it was still plastic.

He started to clinb the rope | adder, without haste, trailing the thin detonating wires
behind him His timng was perfect. Wien he had enmerged fromthe shaft, uncrinped the short
circuit he had put for the sake of safety at the end of the wires, and connected themto the
expl oder, there were just ten seconds to go.

"Tell themwe're starting to count down fromten," he said.

As Pat raced downhill to help the Commodore--though just what he could do now, he had very
little idea--he heard Sue calling in an unhurried voice: "Mss Mrley, Ms. Schuster, Ms.
WIllians . " Howironic it was that Mss Mrley would once again be the first, this tine by
virtue of al phabetical accident. She could hardly grunble about the treatnent she was getting now.

And then a second and nuch gri mer thought flashed through Pat's mnd. ,Suppose Ms.
Schuster got stuck in the tunnel and bl ocked the exit”. Well, they could hardly | eave her unti
last. No, she'd go up all right; she had been a deciding factor in the tube's design, and since
then she had | ost several kil os.

At first glance, the outer door of the toilet still seemed to be holding. |Indeed, the only
sign that anything had happened was a slight wisp of snoke curling past the hinges. For a nonent
Pat felt a surge of relief; why, it night take the fire half an hour to burn through the double
t hi ckness of Fiberglas, and | ong before that--

Sonet hing was tickling his bare feet. He had noved automatically aside before his
conscious nmind said, ",Wat's that?""

He | ooked down. Though his eyes were now accustoned to the dimenergency lighting, it was
sonme tine before he realized that a ghostly gray tide was pouring beneath that barricaded door--
and that the panels were already bulging i nward under the pressure of tons of dust. It could be
only a natter of mnutes before they collapsed; even if they held, it mght nake little
difference. That silent, sinister tide had risen above his ankles even while he was standi ng here.

Pat did not attenpt to nove, or to speak to the Comodore, who was standing equally
nmotionl ess a few centinmeters away. For the first tine in his life--and now, it mght well be, for
the last--he felt an enotion of sheer, overwhelmng hate. In that nonent, as its mllion dry and
delicate feelers brushed against his bare legs, it seened to Pat that the Sea of Thirst was a
consci ous, nmlignant entity that had been playing with themlike a cat with a nouse. Every tineg,
he told hinself, we thought we were getting the situation under control, it was preparing a new
surprise. W were always one nove behind, and now it is tired of its little ganme; we no |onger
anuse it. Perhaps Radley was right, after all.

The | oud- speaker dangling fromthe air pipe roused himfromhis fatalistic reverie.
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"We're ready!" it shouted. "Crowd at the end of the bus and cover your faces. |'ll count
down fromten.

"TEN. "

We're already at the end of the bus, thought Pat. W don't need all that tine. W nmay not
even have it.

"“NI NE. "

"Il bet it doesn't work, anyway. The Sea won't let it, if It thinks we have a chance of
getting out.

"El GHT. "

A pity, though, after all this effort. A lot of people have half killed thenselves trying
to help us. They deserved better | uck.

" SEVEN. "

That's supposed to be a lucky nunber, isn't it? Perhaps we nay nake it, after all. Sone of
us.

"SIX "

Let's pretend. It won't do nmuch harm now. Suppose it takes--oh, fifteen seconds to get
t hr ough- -

"FI VE. "

And, of course, to |let down the |adder again; they probably rolled that up for safety--

"FOUR. "

And assuni ng that soneone goes out every three seconds-- no, let's make it five to be on
the safe side--

" THREE. "

That will be twenty-two tinmes five, which is one thousand and--no, that's ridiculous; |'ve
forgotten how to do sinple arithnetic--

"TWO, "

Say one hundred and somet hi ng seconds, which nmust be the best part of two minutes, and
that's still plenty of time for those lox tanks to blow us all to ki ngdom cone--

"ONE. "

ONE! And | haven't even covered ny face; maybe | should |lie down even if | have to swall ow
this filthy stinking dust--

There was a sudden, sharp ,crack” and a brief puff of air; that was all. It was
di sappointingly anticlimactic, but the expl osives experts had known their job, as is highly
desirabl e that explosives experts should. The energy of the charge had been precisely calcul ated
and focused; there was barely enough | eft over to ripple the dust that now covered al nost half the
floor space of the cabin.

Time seened to be frozen; for an age, nothing happened. Then there was a sl ow and
beautiful mracle, breath-taking because it was so unexpected, yet so obvious if one had stopped
to think about it.

Aring of brilliant white |ight appeared anbng the crinson shadows of the ceiling. It grew
steadily thicker and brighter-- then, quite suddenly, expanded into a conplete and perfect circle
as the section of the roof fell away. The light pouring dowmn was only that of a single glow tube
twenty nmeters above, but to eyes that had seen nothing but dimredness for hours, it was nore
gl orious than any sunri se.

The | adder came through al nbst as soon as the circle of roofing hit the floor. Mss
Morl ey, poised like a sprinter, was gone in a flash. Wien Ms. Schuster followed--a little nore
slowy, but still at a speed of which no one could conplain--it was like an eclipse. Only a few
stray beans of light now filtered down that radiant road to safety. It was dark again, as if,
after that brief glinpse of dawn, the night had returned with redoubl ed gl oom

Now the nen were starting to go--Baldur first, probably blessing his position in the
al phabet. There were only a dozen left in the cabin when the barricaded door finally ripped from
its hinges, and the pent-up aval anche burst forth.

The first wave of dust caught Pat while he was hal fway up the sl ope of the cabin. Light
and i npal pabl e though it was, it slowed his novenents until it seenmed that he was struggling to
wade through glue. It was fortunate that the noist and heavy air had robbed it of sone of its
power, for otherwise it would have filled the cabin with choking clouds. Pat sneezed and coughed
and was partly blinded, but he could still breathe.

In the foggy gl oom he coul d hear Sue counting--"Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen
ni neteen--" as she narshal ed the passengers to safety. He had intended her to go with the other
wonen, but she was still down here, shepherdi ng her charges. Even as he struggled agai nst the
cl oyi ng qui cksand that had now risen alnost to his waist, he felt for Sue a love so great that it
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seermed to burst his heart. Now he had no possible doubt. Real |ove was a perfect bal ance of desire
and tenderness. The first had been there for a long tine, and now the second had conme in ful
neasur e.

"Twenty--that's ,you”, Commodore--quickly!"

"Like hell it is, Sue," said the Conmpdore. "Up you go."

Pat coul d not see what happened--he was still partly blinded by the dust and the darkness--
but he guessed that Hansteen nust have literally thrown Sue through the roof. Neither his age nor
his years in space had yet robbed himof his Earthborn strength.

"Are you there, Pat?" he called. "I'"mon the | adder."

"Don't wait for me--1'mcomng."

That was easier said than done. It felt as if a mllion soft yet determ ned fingers were
clutching at him pulling himback into the rising flood. He gripped one of the seat-backs--now
al nost hi dden beneath the dust--and pulled hinself toward the beckoning Iight.

Sonet hi ng whi pped agai nst his face; instinctively, he reached out to push it aside, then
realized that it was the end of the rope | adder. He hauled upon it with all his mght, and slowy,
reluctantly, the Sea of Thirst relaxed its grip upon him

Before he entered the shaft, he had one last glinpse of the cabin. The whole of the rear
was now subnerged by that crawing tide of gray; it seemed unnatural, and doubly sinister, that it
rose in such a geonetrically perfect plane, without a single ripple to furrowits surface. A neter
away--this was somet hing Pat knew he would renenber all his life, though he could not inagine why--
a solitary paper cup was floating sedately on the rising tide, |like a toy boat upon a peacefu
lake. In a fewmnutes it would reach the ceiling and be overwhel ned, but for the nmoment it was
still bravely defying the dust.

And so were the energency lights; they would continue to burn for days, even when each one
was encapsul ated in utter darkness.

Now the dimlit shaft was around him He was clinmbing as quickly as his nuscles would
permt, but he could not overtake the Comobdore. There was a sudden flood of Iight from above as
Hanst een cleared the nmouth of the shaft, and involuntarily Pat | ooked downward to protect his eyes
fromthe glare. The dust was already rising swiftly behind him still unrippled, still snooth and
pl aci d- -and i nexor abl e.

Then he was straddling the | ow nmouth of the caisson, in the center of a fantastically
overcrowded igloo. Al around him in various stages of exhaustion and di shevel nent, were his
fell ow passengers; hel ping themwere four space-suited figures and one man w thout a suit, whom he
assunmed was Chi ef Engi neer Lawrence. How strange it was to see a new face, after all these days.

"I's everyone out?" Law ence asked anxi ously.

"Yes," said Pat. "I'mthe last man." Then he added, "I hope," for he realized that in the
dar kness and confusi on soneone mi ght have been | eft behind. Suppose Radl ey had deci ded not to face
the music back in New Zeal and -

No--he was here with the rest of them Pat was just starting to do a count of heads when
the plastic floor gave a sudden junp--and out of the open well shot a perfect snoke ring of dust.
It hit the ceiling, rebounded, and disintegrated before anyone coul d nove.

"What the devil was ,that?”" said Lawence.

"Qur lox tank," answered Pat. "Good ol d bus--she |lasted just |ong enough."”

And then, to his hel pless horror, the skipper of ,Selene” burst into tears.

Chapter 31

"I still don't think those flags are a good idea," said Pat as the cruiser pulled away
fromPort Roris. "They | ook so phony, when you know they're in vacuum"

Yet he had to adnmit that the illusion was excellent, for the lines of pennants draped

around the Enbarkation Building were stirring and fluttering in a nonexistent breeze. It was al

done by springs and electric notors, and would be very confusing to the viewers back on Earth.
This was a big day for Port Rons, and indeed for the whole Mion. He wi shed that Sue could

be here, but she was hardly in proper shape for the trip. Very literally; as she had remarked when

he ki ssed her good-by that norning: "I don't see how wonmen coul d ever have had babies on Earth.
Fancy carrying all this weight around, in six tines our gravity."
Pat turned his nmind away fromhis inpending famly, and pushed ,Selene I1” up to ful

speed. Fromthe cabin behind himcane the "Ch's" and "Ah's" of the thirty-two passengers, as the
gray parabol as of dust soared against the sun |ike nonochrone rai nbows. This nmi den voyage was in
daylight; the travelers would nmiss the Sea's nmagi cal phosphorescence, the night ride up the canyon
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to Crater Lake, the green glories of the notionless Earth. But the novelty and excitenment of the
journey were the main attractions. Thanks to her ill-fated predecessor, ,Selene Il” was one of the
best-known vehicles in the solar system

It was proof of the old saying that there is no such thing as bad publicity. Now that the
advance booki ngs were coning in, the Tourist Conmi ssioner was very glad that he had taken his
courage in both hands and insisted on nore passenger space. At first he had had to fight to get a
new , Sel ene” at all. "Once bitten, twice shy," the Chief Adnministrator had said, and had
capitul ated only when Father Ferraro and the Geophysics Division had proved, beyond reasonabl e
doubt, that the Sea would not stir again for another nillion years.

"Hol d her on that course,"” said Pat to his copilot. "I'Il go back and talk to the
customers.”

He was still young enough, and vain enough, to savor the adnmiring gl ances as he wal ked
back into the passenger cabin. Everyone aboard woul d have read of himor seen himon TV; in fact,
the very presence of these people here was an inplicit vote of confidence. Pat knew well enough
that others shared the credit, but he had no fal se nodesty about the role he had played during the
| ast hours of ,Selene I”. Hs nbst val ued possession was the little golden nodel of the cruiser
that had been a wedding present to M. and Ms. Harris "Fromall on the |ast voyage, in sincere
appreciation." That was the only testinonial that counted, and he desired no other

He had wal ked hal fway down the cabin, exchanging a few words with a passenger here and
there, when he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks.

"Hell o, Captain,"” said an unforgotten voice. "You seemsurprised to see nme."

Pat nmade a quick recovery and flashed his nost dazzling official smle.

"It's certainly an unexpected pleasure, Mss Mrley. | had no idea you were on the Moon."

"I't's rather a surprise tonme. | ow it to the story | wote about ,Selene |”. |I'm
covering this trip for ,Life Interplanetary”."

“I only hope," said Pat, "that it will be alittle less exciting than last time. By the

way, are you in touch with any of the others? Doctor MKenzie and the Schusters wote a few weeks
ago, but 1've often wondered what happened to poor little Radley after Harding nmarched himoff."

"Not hi ng--except that he |l ost his job. Universal Travel Cards decided that if they
prosecut ed, everyone woul d synpathize with Radley, and it would al so give other people the sane
idea. He makes a living, | believe, lecturing to his fellow cultists about 'What | Found on the
Moon.' And I'll make you a prediction, Captain Harris."

"What's that?"

"Sone day, he'll get back to the Mon."

"I rather hope he does. | never did discover just what he expected to find in the Mare
Crisium™"

They bot h | aughed. Then M ss Morley said: "I hear you're giving up this job."

Pat | ooked slightly enbarrassed.

"That's true," he admitted. "I'mtransferring to the Space Service. ,If” | can pass the
tests.”

He was by no neans sure that he could, yet he knew that he had to nake the effort. Driving
a noon bus had been an interesting and enjoyable job, but it was al so a dead end--as both Sue and
t he Conmodore had now convinced him And there was another reason

He had often wondered how nmany other |ives had been changed or diverted when the Sea of
Thirst had yawned beneath the stars. No one who had been aboard ,Selene |I” could fail to be marked
by the experience, in nost cases for the better. The fact that he was now having this friendly
talk with Mss Mirley was sufficient proof of that.

It nmust al so have had a profound effect on the men who had been involved in the rescue
effort-especially Doctor Lawson and Chi ef Engi neer Lawence. Pat had seen Lawson many tines,
giving his irascible TV talks on scientific subjects; he was grateful to the astrononer, but found
it impossible to like him It seenmed, however, that sone mllions of people did.

As for Lawence, he was hard at work on his nenoirs, provisionally entitled "A Man about
the Moon"--and wishing to God he'd never signed the contract. Pat had already hel ped himon the
»Sel ene” chapters, and Sue was reading the typescript while waiting for the baby.

“I'f you'll excuse ne," said Pat, renenbering his duties as skipper, "I nust attend to the
ot her passengers. But please ook us up next time you're in Clavius City."

"I will,"” pronmised Mss Mrley, slightly taken aback but obvi ously sonmewhat pleased

Pat continued his progress to the rear of the cabin, exchanging a greeting here, answering
a question there. Then he reached the air-lock galley and closed the door behind him- and was
instantly al one.

There was nore roomhere than in ,Selene |'s

little air lock, but the basic design was
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the sane. No wonder that nenories cane floodi ng back. That ni ght have been the space suit whose
oxygen he and McKenzi e had shared while all the rest were sleeping; that could have been the wall
agai nst which he had pressed his ear, and heard in the night the whisper of the ascendi ng dust.
And this whol e chanber, indeed, could have been where he had first known Sue, in the literal and
Bi bl i cal sense

There was one innovation in this new nodel--the small window in the outer door. He pressed
his face against it, and stared across the speedi ng surface of the Sea.

He was on the shadowed side of the cruiser, |ooking away fromthe sun, into the dark night
of space. And presently, as his vision adjusted itself to that darkness, he could see the stars.
Only the brighter ones, for there was enough stray light to desensitize his eyes, but there they
were--and there also was Jupiter, nost brilliant of all the planets next to Venus.

Soon he would be out there, far fromhis native world. The thought exhilarated and
terrified him but he knew he had to go.

He | oved the Moon, but it had tried to kill him never again could he be wholly at ease
out upon its open surface. Though deep space was still nore hostile and unforgiving, as yet it had
not declared war upon him Wth his own world, fromnow on, there could never be nore than an
armed neutrality.

The door of the cabin opened, and the stewardess entered with a tray of enpty cups. Pat
turned away fromthe wi ndow, and fromthe stars. The next tinme he saw them they would be a
mllion tinmes brighter.

He smiled at the neatly uniforned girl, and waved his hand around the little galley.

"This is all yours, Mss Johnson,"” he said. "Look after it well."

Then he wal ked back to the controls to take ,Selene II” on his |ast voyage, and her nmiden
one, across the Sea of Thirst.
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