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    History of The Golden Amazon by Philip Harbottle 
 
      
 
    JOHN RUSSELL FEARN was born in Worsley, near Manchester, England, on June 8th 1908. This was the very same year in which a giant meteorite crashed to earth in Siberia, causing a tremendous explosion and flattening several hundred miles of forest. It was therefore fitting that Fearn was to grow up to become a prolific writer of science fiction stories, specialising in tales of the Earth in danger of destruction—both from giant meteorites like the real-life one which fell in Russia, and from other more fanciful causes dreamed up by his fertile imagination. 
 
    As a young boy, Fearn became fascinated by science fiction, first by devouring the works of H. G. wells and Jules Verne, and then by reading the many tales of fantastic adventure appearing in the numerous Boy’s Magazines and books which flourished in Britain between the wars, such as Nelson Lee and The Boys’ Friend Library. 
 
    Fearn began his career as a published science fiction writer in America, when Amazing Stories serialized his first novel ‘The Intelligence Gigantic’ in 1933. Over the next decade, Fearn sold more than 100 stories of all lengths, under his own name and numerous pseudonyms, to the leading SF magazines in both America and England. As versatile as he was prolific, he used a variety of styles that ranged from universe-destroying ‘thought-variants’ to intensely human stories. 
 
    In 1939 Fearn created science fiction’s very first super-heroine (nearly two years, be it noted, before ‘Wonder Woman’.) Fearn’s heroine was called Violet Ray—alias ‘The Golden Amazon’—and her exploits appeared in the American magazine Fantastic Adventures. After just four stories, Fearn completely revised his concept, jettisoning the Amazon’s pulp origins. He upgraded his writing for the English hardcover market, producing what was in effect an entirely new character for his novel ‘The Golden Amazon’. This was printed as an original hardcover in 1944 by the World’s Work press in England. 
 
    The following year, ‘The Golden Amazon’ was reprinted as a ‘Novel of the Week’ in the Canadian magazine the Toronto Star Weekly. It proved so popular with its 900,000 readers that Fearn was commissioned to write an entire series of open-ended sequels, ending only with his death from a heart attack in 1960. 
 
    Although the ‘Golden Amazon’ was Fearn’s most famous and successful creation, the series of novels featuring her exploits has had a long and difficult history, and is only now achieving anything like the attention and respect it deserves. 
 
    During Fearn’s lifetime, when he was able to promote the novels, the first six Amazon novels were re-issued in hardcover editions in England, published by the World’s Work Ltd, between 1944 and 1954. Unfortunately World’s Work then decided to switch from fiction to non-fiction, and so their hardcover science fiction series came to a premature end. 
 
    Fearn thought he had found another book publisher to continue the series in Harlequin Books, the leading Canadian paperback publisher. The first three titles appeared between 1953 and 1958, but thereafter Harlequin also decided on a sea change in their publishing programme—they switched entirely to romances! The three attractive Canadian paperback editions—particularly the first one, with an attractive cover by artist Bill Book (who had illustrated most of the Star Weekly editions)—are now amongst the most sought-after items by collectors, and are extremely valuable.  
 
    The Amazon series ended with Fearn’s premature death in 1960, but for several years the Star Weekly commissioned leading American SF writers (working through the Scott Meredith Agency) to try and continue the Amazon series. All of their attempts were rejected; no one could duplicate Fearn’s unique “popular” style. Until his death, Fearn was in fact the only writer of science fiction to be regularly published by the Star Weekly, and all his novels to 1955 (including detective and western, as well as science fiction) were reprinted in syndication by several American newspapers, in the Maine and New York areas. They were featured in the Newark Sunday Star Ledger, the Long Island Sunday Press, the Bangor News, and the Bangor Sunday Commercial. These editions are now even scarcer than the Canadian prints. 
 
    The Amazon series quickly passed into legend, sustained only in the memories of elderly Canadian and American magazine and newspaper readers. 
 
    It was not until the publication of my bio-bibliography of Fearn, ‘The Multi-Man’ (1968), that the first complete listing of all Fearn’s science fiction (including his 24 published “Amazon” novels) became known. There was an immediate flurry of interest in Fearn’s work, and I was approached by Ron Graham, an Australian SF fan and business man, and asked to set up a new publishing company in England. Graham’s idea was to publish a line of SF paperbacks, reprinting the best novels of Fearn, and to create a new science fiction magazine Vision of Tomorrow, The magazine was to be published as a paperback book. I accepted the position of Managing Editor of the new company, and approached the author’s widow, Mrs. Carrie Fearn, from whom I was able to purchase an option on all 24 Amazon novels.  
 
    I succeeded in finding an interested established paperback publisher, Icon Books, who offered to co-publish all 24 Amazon novels, issuing them simultaneously, to create immediate impact. However, Ron Graham felt that this would be too expensive to risk, and declined their offer. Ron himself had already decided to make the trip to England, and unknown to me he had set up a meeting with Transworld Publishers shortly after his arrival in London. He was persuaded by them to delay our paperback line, in order to first establish Vision of Tomorrow as a fully-illustrated large-size monthly science fiction magazine,  
 
    Within weeks of successfully distributing the first issue in July 1969, Transworld suddenly and inexplicably reneged on their agreement, withdrawing completely. They handed the distribution over to New English Library Ltd, an established book publisher who had only just set up a magazine division. The new arrangement proved disastrous, and the magazine eventually failed after 12 issues because of totally inadequate distribution. A key factor was that the main UK magazine distributors, W.H. Smith refused to stock the magazine, because New English Library had no previous track record with them as magazine distributors.  
 
    In the interim, whilst Vision was still being published, my publisher had agreed with me to bring out a companion magazine, Image of Tomorrow, which would feature a complete “Golden Amazon” novel in each issue, and also carry both new and reprint short stories. The first issue was typeset, featuring Fearn’s seventh Amazon novel, ‘Conquest of the Amazon’, with a cover and interior illustrations by Vision artist Eddie Jones. 
 
    It had been decided to start with this novel (# 7 in the chronological sequence) as the story was self-contained, and marked a new phase in the Amazon’s career. Unlike the earlier stories it was not “dated”—it seemed a good place for new readers of the Amazon to start. The idea was to continue with the rest of the novels in sequence, and then commission another writer to continue the character. However, when—on my recommendation—the decision was taken to close Vision and withdraw entirely from New English Library, the magazine had to be aborted. 
 
    I agreed with Ron Graham that we would forget magazines, and revert to the original scheme and publish only paperback books. I threw myself into the task, travelling to all parts of the country, seeking advice from people already in the trade, and taking advantage of all the contacts and friendships I had built up during my Vision editorship. I secured an option on a series of paperback originals by John Wyndham, comprising two collections of short stories, ‘Wanderers of Time’ and ‘Sleepers of Mars’, which had never appeared in book form in either England or America, and two 1930s novels, ‘Stowaway To Mars’ and ‘The Secret People’, which were long out of print, and had previously only appeared under the pen name of ‘John Beynon’. Wyndham had died at the height of his fame the previous year, and so publication under the “John Wyndham” byline for the first time meant that these four titles would be received by the trade as brand new John Wyndham books, thus assuring them of massive sales. I showed my proposed programme to one of Britain’s most successful publishers, Gordon Landsborough (creator of the phenomenally successful Panther Books and Four Square Books amongst other companies), whom I had earlier met at the 1970 British Science Fiction Convention in London. 
 
    Landsborough was so impressed with my proposed opening publishing programme of “Graham SF Classics”—Wyndham, E.C. Tubb, William F. Temple, Jack Williamson, A.E. Van Vogt, to eventually be followed by Fearn’s “Golden Amazon” series—that he offered his services as an unpaid adviser to the line. Using his own contacts in the publishing world, he secured for me a deal with the largest paperback printer in the U.K. (on the same advantageous discounted terms he was receiving for his own company, Dragon Books). He also introduced me to his friend Ralph Stokes, who had successfully launched the publishing firm of Tandem Books. Tandem agreed to act as UK distributor for the new line of paperbacks.  
 
    The deal was essentially similar to one that Don Wollheim would create many years later with the New American Library (for “DAW Books” substitute “Graham Books”). Contracts and options were prepared and everything was set to go. The plan was to open with the four “block-buster” John Wyndham titles, which were assured of national distribution by W. H. Smith and other big book chains (thus overcoming the problems which had killed Vision of Tomorrow).  
 
    All it needed was the money to print the four Wyndham titles, after which Tandem’s advance would be sufficient to pay the agreed advance on royalties to the Wyndham estate. Thereafter, the line should be self-financing.  
 
    Ron replied angrily to the effect that “It’s my money, and I’m entitled to publish anything I like. If I can’t publish whatever titles I want, and have to publish only stuff acceptable to W. H. Smith, why should I publish anything?” 
 
    It was a perfectly good question, to which I could only think of one answer. I sent him my resignation. The line was aborted, and my hoped-for career in science fiction book publishing was over before it had started. I resumed the Local Government career I had been obliged to leave to form the new company.  
 
    I saw Mrs. Fearn at her Blackpool home personally in order to explain how things had gone wrong. She graciously thanked me for my efforts in trying to restore the Amazon series to print, and asked me to become her literary agent. She also gave me the mss of two unpublished Amazon novels, and a brief outline of an unwritten 27th book (which I would later write myself as a posthumous collaboration.) 
 
    Ron Graham’s time-limited option on the Amazon novels (which he never exercised) eventually ran out, and all rights in them reverted to Mrs. Fearn. The first thing I did was to issue ‘Conquest of the Amazon’ in a limited edition myself, as an A4 chapbook. I used this for promotional purposes to send to prospective publishers. 
 
    When I had taken over Fearn’s representation for his widow, the publishing climate (pre-POD, and pre-Ebook) was totally different to what it is today. There were hardly any small independent publishers, and the whole science fiction publishing climate was hostile to publishing older science fiction that was “out of date” or scientifically disproven, i.e. breathable air on Venus, and Martians, etc. There were, of course, a handful of exceptions, such as Verne, Wells and E.R. Burroughs, who had been accorded special “classic” status. But the rank and file older SF author was barred from mainstream republication where their stories had become astronomically outdated.  
 
    However, the Golden Amazon series fell into two different phases, Books 1 to 6 (all written in the 1940s) were astronomically outdated and “impossible”. But books 7 onwards were set further into the future, in interstellar space and other solar systems and so were possible or at least could not be disproved. Those were publishable. And, equally importantly, numbers 7 onwards had never been published in book form—only as Canadian and American newspaper supplements. Thus I was soon able to place book # 7 with Futura, then one of the leading SF publishers in the UK. ‘Conquest of the Amazon’ went on to be twice reprinted in UK paperback, first by Futura in 1975, and later by Trojan Books in 1986. However, Futura did not continue with the rest of the Amazon series as originally agreed. They had appointed a new editor, who decided to publish the German space opera series Perry Rhodan instead. 
 
    There were also two authorised comic strip versions of the Amazon. The first, adapted and drawn by artist David Lloyd, was a short ‘pilot’ version of the opening chapters of The Golden Amazon, which appeared in Warrior in 1982. It was excellently done, but Lloyd achieved a greater success with a second strip in the same magazine, “V for Vendetta” and perforce had to drop the Amazon in order to concentrate on this other strip thereafter. It was an international success and was later filmed.  
 
    The second version was by artist Ron Turner, who drew a full-length graphic novel adaptation of ‘Conquest of the Amazon’ in 1984, from a script written by myself. But the prospective publisher failed, and the graphic novel was fated to only appear from a small press in a chap-book edition. 
 
    In 1991, at my instigation the eighth ‘Amazon’ novel, ‘Lord of Atlantis’, was issued as a limited edition chapbook by Zeon Books, a UK Small Press. It was my hope that these small press editions would eventually attract a larger publisher to reissue the entire Golden Amazon series. 
 
    In due time, the SF publishing climate became more enlightened, its readership base wider and less critical, and willing to suspend disbelief in order to be entertained by sheer good story telling, rather than scientific accuracy. Small publishers sprang up, catering for niche and collector markets. I went to New York touting my clients E.C. Tubb and Fearn (and all their unpublished in book form work) and sold their works to Gary Lovisi’s Gryphon Books, a New York Small Press who aimed at the Collector’s market —including the entire 27 book Amazon series.  
 
    I deliberately ceded only non-exclusive single edition paperback rights, limited to 500 copies. After the books had been published, I knew they would eventually attract interest from larger publishers, and I wanted to be able to offer them elsewhere. Such was the case when I was approached by the late Michael Burgess, heading Borgo Books, an imprint of Wildside.  
 
    Notwithstanding the more liberal publishing climate, I still considered that in order to re-boot the Amazon series to a wider market, the Amazon stood a better chance if I started it with book 7 (retitled as “World Beneath Ice”) and the “non-impossible, far-future interstellar” phase. There were two distinct phases in the Amazon books. Books 1 to 6 were set in the (then) near future and the action limited to the solar system. With book 7 Fearn had introduced a new character, Abna of Alantis. The Amazon married him, and left Earth with him and their daughter Viona, calling themselves ‘the Cosmic Crusaders’. Not only was the locale changed from the solar system to the stars, but the entire tenor of the books too. An introductory article in the Borgo editions explained that their series was being renumbered to start with No 1 (but was actually No.7; 2 was 8, 3 was 9, and so on,) 
 
    At the time, Gryphon still had some copies of their 500 copy editions of the Amazon unsold (chiefly the earlier books that had previously appeared from other publishers). I was grateful to Lovisi (by then a personal friend) and so took the decision to withhold books 1 to 6 from Borgo, to help Lovisi to sell out his print run.  
 
    Then fate intervened. Hurricane Katrina struck New York, and flooded Lovisi’s Brooklyn home destroying his entire stock of Gryphon Books. This destruction included all his unsold Amazon books! This has served to make the first six Golden Amazon novels extremely rare collectors’ items, putting them out of print. 
 
    So when I was introduced to Endeavour Press and Venture Books, with their enlightened editorial policy of publishing both contemporary and classic science fiction it was the perfect home to restore the original Golden Amazon to print! 
 
    Readers can now look out for the original Golden Amazon, available only in the following Venture book editions: 
 
    Adventure # 1 The Golden Amazon 
 
    Adventure # 2 The Golden Amazon Returns 
 
    Adventure # 3 The Golden Amazon’s Triumph 
 
    Adventure # 4 The Amazon’s Diamond Quest 
 
    Adventure # 5 The Amazon Fights Again 
 
    Adventure # 6 Twin of the Amazon  
 
      
 
    Each of the books will contain my introductory essays offering insights and sidelights on each of these six Amazon novels, in chronological order. As a life-long collector, and researcher into Fearn’s life and work, I hope they may add to the reader’s enjoyment and appreciation of the stories. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Introducing “The Golden Amazon’s Triumph” 
 
      
 
    The Golden Amazon’s Triumph, the third “Amazon” novel, was particularly significant. For its heroine, superwoman Violet Ray Brant – and indeed for its author, John Russell Fearn himself – it marked a definite change of direction.  
 
    By the Spring of 1946, Fearn had solidly established himself in the field of detective and mystery fiction, writing a series of hardcover crime novels for British publishers Rich and Cowan featuring an unusual female Headmistress detective, Maria Black. These were published under the contractual pen name of “John Slate”, and under his own name he had sold a detective novel, Within That Room, to the Toronto Star Weekly. He had also diversified into western fiction, beginning with short stories for a new Scottish pulp magazine, which he would follow up with a full length novel, The Flying Horseman for the same publisher, selling it also to the Star Weekly in Canada. He was still writing science fiction, appearing regularly in the US pulps, Startling Stories and Thrilling Wonder Stories. One of his novels for the former magazine, Other Eyes Watching, was reprinted in paperback book form by Pendulum Books, a new UK publisher. 
 
    Fearn was at his peak as an author, writing science fiction, crime fiction, and westerns with equal facility and success. His character of the Golden Amazon had been especially successful, selling both to the Star Weekly and UK hardcover book publishers, the World’s Work. As Fearn later recalled in a letter to Walter Gillings, after the first novel, the Amazon “changed her tactics; realizing she was biting off too much in trying to rule the world, she instead decided to fight on the side of the law and became a kind of super female Robin Hood, with scientific trimmings, outwitting every type of public menace from shady financiers to master-scientists.” 
 
    In The Golden Amazon Returns, Fearn had laid the beginnings of space travel, the novel ending with the establishment of Earth’s first commercial Space Line. He realized that he had created a template for an endless series of adventures of the Amazon, with all of planets of the solar system to explore, and the interstellar deeps beyond. 
 
    Following the conquest of the moon in the second novel, the planet Venus was next in line. The Golden Amazon’s Triumph, first published in the 27th April l946 issue of the Star Weekly, marked the beginning of the Amazon’s career as an interplanetary adventuress. With it, Fearn seems to have become inspired. Ideas and plots poured from his typewriter; and the plot for the new-style story was vividly encapsulated in the blurb for the later World’s Work edition (almost certainly written by Fearn himself): 
 
    Ore-ship seized en route from the Moon 
 
    Space Line Executive’s daughter abducted 
 
    The Golden Amazon on Venus 
 
    V-10 with deadly cargo threatens England 
 
      
 
    These are the headlines that would have been splashed over the dailies of 1970 had the facts been known. The Dodd Space Line had lost a valuable cargo of itumen ore – the big freighter had just disappeared. It didn’t take long for Violet Ray Brant – the Line’s Chief Scientist and the Golden Amazon to the public – to leave her research and pounce on the first clue, a tiny radio transmitter hidden in the Controller’s office. Only one man, she knew, could make such a perfect instrument – the menacing Dr. Carl Mueller, supposedly dead five years before. 
 
    From then on the Amazon, with her friends in tow, is in trouble up to the neck. They make a frantic trip to Venus; crash in that planet’s jungle; are trapped by Devil Plants; catch up with Mueller in one of Venus’ ancient cities and are engulfed in a sea of mud. The Amazon, indomitable as ever, battles on to the climax of the story when she and her friends are hurtling towards Earth in an out-of-control space ship, with Mueller and a V-10 with its deadly cargo somewhere in the void ahead of them. 
 
      
 
     This kind of free-wheeling action-packed storytelling is reminiscent of the legendary Edgar Wallace. The noted author and critic Michael Gilbert, has written of Wallace that he “was a story-teller who had learned, or maybe he knew by instinct, the first secret of story-telling. Something must be happening all the time. Not occurring haphazard, but happening, in a consecutive and comprehensible chain of causation, to the resourceful hero and the attractive heroine who have been the protagonists of all real stories since story-telling began.” 
 
    This description also fits Fearn, and Gilbert’s expert summation of Wallace’s novel The Northing Tramp might also have been written about Fearn’s The Golden Amazon’s Triumph. Both works give the feeling of “having been written very swiftly – even more swiftly than this prolific author usually wrote. And they give the feeling that the author knew, in both cases, that he had been seized of a good idea, exactly suited to his scope and talents, and that he was on the top of his form.” 
 
    It is now more than 70 years since the first Amazon novel was published, and yet the series is again in print. Good story-telling alone could not account for this success, for alas there is many a good story-teller of whom, in the words of Michael Gilbert, “one might have expected his works to have sunk, long since, into oblivion and the trays of sixth-hand book pedlars,” but in the case of both Wallace and Fearn, “nothing of the sort has happened.” In the case of Fearn’s Golden Amazon series, the answer lies in the extraordinary character of the Amazon herself 
 
    The appeal of the character has been astutely summarized by the noted Canadian author and critic John Robert Colombo:  
 
      
 
    For a generation of Canadian women from one coast to the other, nostalgia and curiosity cluster around the figure of the Golden Amazon and her creator, John Russell Fearn…about how this superwoman made them, as young girls, aware of the possibility of growing up to be a powerful woman! I feel like arguing that this futuristic warrior woman single-handedly gave the feminist movement in this country its first assist. Some day I hope someone writes an analysis of the phenomenon or produces a documentary film about the Golden Amazon or makes her deeds the subject of a feature-length motion picture!” 
 
      
 
    We can only hope that Mr. Steven Spielberg is reading this! What a picture this action-packed novel would make! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER I 
 
      
 
    Chris Wilson, formerly chief of staff of World Airways, and now Controller of the Dodd Space Line, tried not to show any undue excitement as the man in the sable-collared overcoat was shown in to him. He found it a hard task. When your visitor can make or mar a mighty project it is not easy to appear calm. 
 
     “Mr. Wilson?” 
 
     The big man halted as the door closed behind him, stood waiting as Chris Wilson got up and hurried round the desk. 
 
     “Glad to know you, Mr. Emerson!” Chris shook the extended flabby hand warmly. “Have a seat…” 
 
     “Thanks.” Rindle Emerson moved ponderously to the chair Chris Wilson drew forth for him, took a cigar from the ivory box proffered him, then sucked at it as the lighter flared in front of his face. 
 
     “Now, sir…” Chris returned to his position behind the desk and waited. It was sound policy now to keep quiet and allow Rindle Emerson, perhaps the wealthiest and most powerful industrialist in the world of 1970, to have his head. 
 
     Emerson was fully conscious of his power, and he looked as if he enjoyed maintaining the suspense. For a moment or two he sat watching the fragrant smoke curling to the glazed cupola of the office ceiling; then he nodded to himself and turned his bulldog face to look at Chris Wilson across the desk. 
 
     “I’ve been a long time coming to this, Mr. Wilson,” he admitted, shrugging great shoulders. “Odd really, I suppose, since I like to think of myself as progressive. But somehow I’ve never been able to rid myself of the impression that this Space Line is a — er — sort of stunt. You understand?” 
 
     Chris smiled faintly. His first trepidation had gone now. The ice was broken. 
 
     “Naturally a Space Line is unusual, sir,” he confessed; “but it has been established now for five years, and is doing reasonably well.” 
 
     “Reasonably well, eh?” Emerson cocked an eyebrow and grinned. “In my language that means it’s dying on its feet. Anyway, go on.” 
 
     “We’ve quite a deal of trading going on in lunar ores, therefore we are operating a space-machine freight service between here and the Moon.” 
 
     “That,” Emerson said, “is what I find interesting. Lunar ores. I’m here to discuss itumen ores. Ever hear of ’em?” 
 
     “Itumen?” Chris sat back and reflected. “Why, yes, I think I have. Aren’t they a special sort of ore just below the Moon’s rock pumice surface? Extremely valuable?” 
 
     “To the extent of five thousand pounds an ounce,” Emerson said deliberately. “That’s how valuable. I’ll let you into a secret, Mr. Wilson. They can be used by my chemical organizations as the basis of a new plastic I’m bringing out.” Chris nodded, but said nothing. Emerson gestured vaguely with his cigar. 
 
     “My engineers on Luna have been making tests: that’s how I know about itumen. It will interest you to know that I’ve just bought a three-million-pound concession on Luna through the International Convention.” 
 
     “And so?” Chris asked quietly. 
 
     “I want your Space Line to handle a full freight shipment of itumen ores as soon as possible. What can you do for me?” 
 
     “Anything you want,” Chris answered, smiling. “Let me have the usual details and I’ll fix it up to have an empty freighter loaded to capacity and sent here immediately.”  
 
     “You can assure me that nothing will go wrong? That this vastly valuable cargo will not get lost — or be stolen?”  
 
    Chris laughed. “Of course I can assure you, sir! We’ve never lost a ship since the Line started. And, anyway, you know the Line is safe, since your own engineers have travelled safely to Luna.” 
 
     “Hmmm…” Emerson contemplated the end of his cigar; then at length he nodded. “Well, that satisfies me. I’ll attend to the rest of the details…And while I’m about it I’d like to congratulate you — or rather the Company you represent — upon turning a former menace into something at least worthwhile.” 
 
     “You mean the V-10 menace of five years ago?” Chris nodded soberly. “Yes, it could have wrecked the world — in fact would have, in the hands of Carl Mueller — but thanks to Miss Brant we averted that and turned V-10 to its normal use: that of space travel. Later we intend to institute a regular passenger service with the planets. That, however, is ahead of us. Have to build up slowly, you know.” 
 
     “A remarkable woman, this Miss Bra…” Emerson rubbed his jaw pensively. “Or should I call her the Golden Amazon?” he asked, grinning. 
 
     “Either suits her just as well,” Chris laughed. “She’s our Chief Scientist, of course, and where we’d be without her brilliance I just don’t know.” 
 
     “Maybe I’ll meet her sometime. I’d like that. Well — ” Emerson got to his feet and held out his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Wilson, and you’ll be hearing from my organization. A very good morning.” 
 
     Chris shook hands and bowed him out; then, the moment the door was closed, he raced across to the visiphone and snatched it up, pressed the appropriate button quickly. 
 
     “Ruth?” he asked; and her face appeared on the tiny scanning-plate of the instrument — the colour-image of a girl nearing thirty, dark-haired and keen-featured, yet with thoughtful quietness in her wide grey eyes. “Ruth, come here a moment. Something terrific’s happened, and I want to tell it to you personally.” 
 
     “I’ll come over this minute, Chris.” 
 
     The plate blanked as Chris put the instrument back. Too excited to sit down, he crossed to the broad window and stood looking out upon the wide plastic expanse of the Space-port outside, where projectiles stood lined up in shining rows ready for loading. Then the office door opened and Ruth Dodd, owner of the Space Line, came hurrying in. 
 
     “What is it, Chris?” Her well-modulated voice was anxious. “Nothing — serious? 
 
     “I said terrific!” Chris turned from the window, came over and caught her arm. “We’ve got Rindle Emerson in the bag! Just left me a moment or two ago.” 
 
     “Emerson!” Ruth’s grey eyes glowed. “Quick — tell me! What does he want?” 
 
     “Complete projectile cargo of itumen ores from Luna as quickly as possible. A cargo worth billions of pounds, and he’s willing to entrust it to us!” 
 
     Ruth sat down slowly beside the desk, listened intently as Chris hurried through the details. At the end of it she was smiling happily. 
 
     “Well, this puts us on our feet completely!” she exclaimed. “What Emerson does today the world does tomorrow — so runs the modern adage. If he can entrust everything to us in space freight, so will everybody else. It means that our hard fight to keep the Line open against prejudice and mysterious sabotage is over.” 
 
     “Just that.” Chris wagged his head in satisfaction. “Five years haven’t been for nothing, after all, Ruth. And is Vi going to be pleased, too! She’s had faith in the project all along. Pity is that she’s out of town on business. Still, make the surprise all the bigger when she returns.” 
 
     Ruth nodded absently. Her mind was chasing back down the five years since the Line had opened to the time when her father, before being brutally murdered, had first thought of utilizing V-10 rockets as a basis for space travel. For a while the secret had passed into the hands of Carl Mueller, a ruthless Austrian physicist, intent on avenging the defeat of Nazism in the United Nations’ War. From the Moon he had fired V-10s at the Earth, loading their war-heads with atomic explosive. To this very day the disappearance of Malta from the world, and the ruins of Cairo, Durban, and other great cities remained as monuments to his savagery. 
 
     But for the intervention of Violet Ray Brant — the supergirl whom the world knew as the Golden Amazon — his plan might have succeeded. Instead she had turned the tables on him, blasted him right out of his lunar hiding-place, and for five years he had never been heard of. And now — 
 
     “Now we’ve got everything ship-shape,” Ruth murmured, looking up and smiling contentedly. “Sorry, Chris, I was wool-gathering. I do wish dad could have lived to see this day…” 
 
     “Yes…” Chris’ voice was respectfully quiet. “So do I.” Ruth got to her feet. “Sitting here won’t get any work done, I’m afraid; and I’ve a pile waiting. See you later.” Chris nodded and watched her leave the office. For a while he stood pondering, then he returned to his chair at the desk and smiled to himself. Rindle Emerson in the bag! It was almost too good to be true! It was — 
 
     He sat up suddenly, his eyes narrowed. Whilst he had been thinking, his gaze had travelled absently above him to the huge cold-light globe hanging on a silver rod from the ceiling. And there was something odd about it! The sunlight streaming in long October beams through the window made the covering bowl faintly transparent, revealing at the base of the bowl a round black object casting a shadow. 
 
     Instantly Chris was on his feet, climbed on to the desk and unscrewed the globe quickly. From within it he took a minute radio pick-up, exquisitely designed. 
 
     “What the devil — ?” He stood frowning at it, the bowl under his arm, and the pick-up in his hand. He knew that when the globe was lighted in the normal way the cold-light tube within cast no shadow. That was its chief virtue. But the sunlight did cast shadows, and — 
 
     Grim-faced, he put the globe back again in position and climbed down to the floor. The more he studied the miniature pick-up the more he realized the significance of it. It was the creation of a master-scientist — the kind of work Violet Ray Brant herself might have turned out. Sounds picked up by the gadget through the globe’s open top could be converted into speech by a radio-receiver miles away. It was eavesdropping over a distance. Somebody was spying! 
 
     Chris snatched up the visiphone and pressed a button fiercely. The perky face of the Space Line switch-girl appeared on the scanner. 
 
     “Get me Miss Brant,” Chris ordered curtly. “Try the Bedfordshire airport. If she isn’t there try her hotel — the Criterion.” 
 
     “Yes, Mr. Wilson — right away.” 
 
     Chris chafed through an interval, scowling at the pick-up; then he whipped the visiphone up again as it buzzed. 
 
     “Miss Brant on the line, sir — you’re through.” 
 
     On the scanning plate appeared an oval face, yellow-tinged, with unfathomably deep violet eyes in striking contrast. Hair with the sheen of gold was swept back from a broad, intelligent forehead and held in place with a jewelled clasp. 
 
     “Hello, Chris,” Vi greeted, surprised. “What’s the matter?” 
 
     “Everything, I think. I’ve both good news and bad, all in one packet. How soon can you get over here?” 
 
     “If it’s very urgent I can fly over in twelve minutes. I’ve about finished business here — ” 
 
     “Good; then I’ll expect you. Can’t explain over the phone — it’s too private. See you later.” 
 
     Chris put the instrument back, reflected, then made up his mind. For the next ten minutes he was busy summoning all the members of the Space Line staff to his office and questioning them — but as far as he could judge none of them seemed to know anything about the mysterious pickup. Then he gave up the attempt at interrogation as the office door opened and Violet Ray Brant came hurrying in. 
 
     Rindle Emerson had not exaggerated when he had referred to her as “remarkable.” She was, in every sense of the word. Apart from her tawny-skinned beauty, imparted by a surgical experiment made upon her as an infant, she possessed because of that same experiment a strength ten times above normal, and a scientific brilliance unequalled for an epoch. Briefly, she had every gift magnificently bestowed-beauty, intelligence, and strength, with an almost eternal youth which made her appear a perpetual twenty-five years of age. But for all these gifts Nature demanded a price. She had no sentiment, and she was comparatively sexless. 
 
    In her entire make-up there was hardly a spark of warm human feeling, but instead the cold, calculating cruelty of the tigress. In his time Chris Wilson had crossed swords with her often — and got the worst of it. Now he was content to let her remain where Ruth Dodd had placed her, as Chief Scientist of the Space Line. 
 
     She came forward to the desk, drawing the gloves from her slender yellow hands. Chris found himself watching the litheness of her limbs beneath the closefitting modern costume she was wearing. 
 
     “Well, Chris, what is it?” She looked at him curiously with her extraordinary eyes. 
 
     He gave a bitter smile, “On the one hand we have Rindle Emerson’s blessing and a huge freight order of valuable ores; and on the other we have — this!” He tapped his finger significantly on the pick-up and the girl’s eyes moved to it. 
 
     “Radio pick-up, eh?” She raised it in her fingers, crossed to the window and studied it in the sunlight. When she looked up again at Chris standing beside her he saw the lines had tightened about her full-lipped mouth. 
 
     “Well?” he asked quietly. “The work of a spy, of course?” 
 
     “No doubt of it. In fact…” The pick-up was turned over and over in the tawny fingers. “In fact, Chris, this pick-up is the work of our enterprising friend Carl Mueller!” 
 
     Chris started. “Mueller! But — he’s dead! Isn’t he?” 
 
     The Amazon mused, returning slowly to the desk and dropping the pick-up upon it. 
 
     “I wonder?” she asked, pondering. “Although we blew him out of his hide-out on the Moon at the end of the V-10 onslaught I did say at the time that there was the chance that he might have been warned in time to escape. This makes me think my guess was right. For five years he’s lain low, and now…” 
 
     “But how do you know Mueller made this pick-up?” 
 
     “Simply because nobody else in the world is clever enough.” Vi gave a shrug. “In my position as a scientist I know just what capabilities other scientists have. None of them is intelligent enough to devise so exquisite an instrument as this. Only two people could make such a thing — myself, and Carl Mueller.” 
 
     They were silent for a movement, looking at each other. Then with a sudden savage moment Vi swept the pick-up on to the floor and ground her heel into it. 
 
     “Might as well make sure no more words are carried through it, anyway,” she said. “The problem is: where is the receiving end?” 
 
     “That’s why I sent for you. I thought you might have scientific ways and means of finding it.” 
 
     “Not all at once, Chris. I’ll have to devise a detector of extreme sensitivity in order to trace the receiver. I can do it — but it may take a while. In the meantime whoever is listening in knows exactly what has gone on in this office for long enough past.” 
 
     “Including the conversation with Emerson!” Chris’ jaw set doggedly. “If this isn’t the very devil! We can’t refuse to take the freight now: besides, we need it for the sake of the advertisement Emerson’ll give us. On the other hand, if anything should happen to it — ! My God, there’d be such a shindy it would close our Line for good!” 
 
     “Yes.” Vi mused for a time, her lips tight. Then she seemed to arrive at a decision. “Only one thing for it until things get cleared up a little. See to it that the ship carrying Emerson’s freight is protected by armed guards, inside the vessel and in small pilot craft surrounding it. If any attempt is made to steal that cargo, they will probably be able to ward it off. You see, if — as I think — Mueller is at the back of this, his one aim will be to smash our Line for good. For revenge! Itumen ores are no good to him as such, but the theft of such a valuable cargo would finish us, and he knows it.” 
 
     “All right,” Chris said, nodding. “I’ll take every possible precaution. And you?” 
 
     “I’ll get along to the lab and see what I can do towards devising a detector. I’ve a good idea what I want from my study of that pick-up before I smashed it. See you again later…” 
 
    When Chris Wilson left his office that evening he went along to the scientific laboratories where the Golden Amazon held sway. He found her busy with electrical equipment, giving orders to the various women assistants — men she never permitted to work with her — and so he left her to it and set off for home. 
 
     Though he tried to conceal his inner worry, he realized he had not succeeded when Beatrice, his wife, looked at him puzzledly across the lounge after the evening meal. 
 
     “What’s the matter, Chris?” she asked, laying aside the evening paper. “You’ve hardly spoken a word since you came in — or else you have given wrong answers. You can tell me, can’t you?” 
 
     “Of course, dear…” He made an effort at smiling, withdrew absent eyes from watching eight-year-old Ethel sitting with headphones clamped over her ears listening to the sound-strip of the latest juvenile thriller. “It’s just that — Bee, I don’t like to say it, but our troubles with the Space Line are apparently not over yet, after all.” 
 
     Bee smiled, her dark eyes full of simple trust. 
 
     “We’ve tackled difficulties for five years, Chris, and I’m sure we can go on doing it.” 
 
     “But this time it’s different. It involves — Carl Mueller!”  
 
     “You — you mean Doctor Carl Mueller?” Bee sat upright, startled. “But Chris, didn’t he — ?” 
 
     “Die?” He shook his head slowly. “Apparently not. At least, Vi doesn’t seem to think so, and she’s usually right in these matters.” 
 
     Briefly he recounted all that had happened, and as always when she sensed danger ahead of her, Bee seemed to withdraw inside herself. A look of strained fear found its way to her sensitive features. 
 
     “Then anything might happen?” she asked at length, anxiously. “Just as it did when Dr. Mueller hurled V-10s at the Earth five years ago?” 
 
     “I don’t think he’ll be able to do that again, dear — too difficult, but I do think we’re heading into trouble of another sort. You see, we shall — ” 
 
     Chris paused and got to his feet hastily, smiling a welcome as Vi came hurrying in. Beatrice nodded to her foster-sister composedly. Her reticent nature and Vi’s ruthless one had always clashed ever since the supergirl had been brought into the Brant family is a baby, a foundling of the blitz after the operation which had so changed her. Then she had been Violet Ray — the name conferred on her by the scientist who had performed the operation — until Beatrice’s father had insisted on his own surname being added as well. 
 
     “Hello, Bee. Hello, there, Rosy Cheeks!” Vi glanced across at the child in the arm-chair — then, turning to Chris quickly, “Chris, it is Mueller! I’ve proved it!” 
 
     “From the smashed pick-up, you mean?” 
 
     “No, no, an aura compass. You remember that I made one when I had my city in Brazil, before everything was smashed to dust by that V-10?” 
 
     “What’s an aura compass, Aunty Vi?” asked the child in the arm-chair, and, pulling off the headphones, she came scampering across the room and caught the girl’s hand. 
 
     “It’s an instrument with a delicate little needle,” Vi explained, stooping. “The needle is magnetized by a special process, and it will follow anybody wherever they go. Everybody has an aura, you see — just as they have fingerprints — and they’re all different. Now, when you know a person’s electric aura you tune the compass needle’s vibration to be in sympathy, and it then follows that person everywhere. Even to the ends of the Universe, if need be. Then if you swing the needle gently you can calculate by the number of swings how far distant the subject is.” 
 
     “Can I have an aura compass, Aunty Vi?” Ethel asked seriously. 
 
     “Go away, dear,” Bee said harassedly. “Don’t bother us just now, there’s a good girl…So, Vi — what?” 
 
     “I’ve made another aura compass, and since I know Mueller’s aura-voltage from our earlier adventure with him, I’ve used the same vibration again through the needle. I got an instant result. He’s two hundred and forty thousand miles away — in other words, the Moon. I’d have tried to detect him before this, only I assumed him to be dead.” 
 
     “On the Moon?” Chris repeated. “But I thought we blasted him out of there?” 
 
     “We did — but he must have gone back.” Vi shrugged. “Maybe he hid himself in his space machine in the void somewhere — or maybe he sought asylum on Mars or Venus for the time being. Anyway, he’s on the Moon now!” 
 
     “Is it possible for him to listen to that radio pick-up from there?” Bee questioned. 
 
     “No chance of it,” Vi answered promptly. “It only works over a short range. No, somebody on Earth here is handling that, and then no doubt transmitting messages by short-wave radio to Luna, where Mueller is picking them up. I’m nearly at the end of completing that detector. Once it works I’ll start tracing the source of all this business.” 
 
     Seems to me there’s only one thing to do,” Chris decided. “I’ll get the International Convention to send the necessary police and military forces to Luna and have Mueller hunted down. He’s an outcast from Earth, don’t forget, after his V-10 activities, disavowed even by his own race — and he’s certainly wanted by every police force in the world.” 
 
     Vi gave a wry smile. “You and your police forces, Chris! You make me smile sometimes. Like the politicians of the mid-Forties, you can’t realize that science is something distinct from everything else. One scientist with sufficient brains — which Mueller has in excelsis — can defy all the police in the Universe, especially in a rock-sponge like the Moon, riddled with passages and tunnels down to its very core. No, we can’t get at him that way.” 
 
     “Well, then,” Beatrice said, thinking, “can’t you get at him? You have the aura compass to point to his whereabouts.” 
 
     Vi shook her head slowly. “The last time we tried that we only just got away with our lives. It’s not worth the risk a second time. I’ve no doubt Mueller has others with him, probably smuggled secretly from Earth. There are obviously some who still remain loyal to him and all he stands for: the very fact of radio eavesdropping proves it. No, we’ve got to wait and see what he does, then tackle first things first. By that, I mean cut off his Earth contacts. Once I find out who has been spying on us I’ll act fast enough.” 
 
     “Then in the meantime we let things go on as arranged?” Chris asked. 
 
     “The best way,” Vi assented; then she glanced at her electric wrist watch. “Well, that’s all I have to say for the moment. I’m going back to the laboratory to finish that detector, but I thought you’d like the news first hand. See you again…Bye, Rosy Cheeks.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER II 
 
      
 
    Sixty miles from the Dodd Space Line Edifice in the heart of London stood a long wooden hut in the middle of an uncultivated field. It was perhaps two hundred yards from the main City road, and anybody passing it in a car or on foot would have paid but scant attention, assuming that it belonged either to the Government or the War Office. In fact, the large notice saying KEEP OUT! and the high surrounding fence of barbed wire would have strengthened the belief which was just what the occupant of the hut desired. 
 
     He was young, square-headed, broad-shouldered, surrounded by a wilderness of highly complicated radio equipment and antennae. He lived, slept, and ate here, only venturing into the outer world when absolute necessity demanded it. And then he went disguised. His features were known to the police of every country — the features of Vanmeer, international spy and saboteur, and radio wizard to boot. 
 
     At the moment he was seated before a complicated control board, headphones over his ears, blunt fingers twisting calibrated knobs on the panel before him. The hour was eleven at night, and outside there was no evidence of noise, beyond the occasional hoot from a passing car. 
 
    From the speaker came surgings of power, without the usual visual accompaniment. The wailing of a cello, Morse stabbing from overseas, an exotic rhumba — then, with a fading whistle, a voice came into being — reedy, far away, but distinct. 
 
     “Calling X-19. Come in, please. Calling X-19…” 
 
     The big fellow with the square shoulders stiffened suddenly, closed the switch which sent forth an insulating barrier-wave around the transmission, and then spoke into a microphone. 
 
     “X-19 replying. I want to speak to Mueller…” 
 
     There was a pause as the wave leapt a gap of 240,000 miles of void to the Moon and back again — then the voice of Dr. Carl Mueller, calm and unruffled, came through. “Well, X-19? Anything fresh to report?” 
 
     “Yes, Herr Doctor. Rindle Emerson has commissioned the Dodd Space Line to handle a freighter shipment of itumen ores. Here are the details.” Vanmeer gave them in a clear, distinct voice. At the other end of the transmission Mueller had too strong a hold over his emotions to betray excitement. 
 
     “Anything else?” he asked. 
 
     “Yes. I think Wilson is on to us — and the Golden Amazon.” 
 
     “What! You damned bungling idiot! What have you done to — ” 
 
     “I haven’t done anything, Herr Doctor,” Vanmeer protested. “All I know is that Wilson discovered that concealed pick-up we had our switch-girl agent smuggle into the light-globe of his office. He told the Golden Amazon about it; then contact broke…I can’t see that it matters. This apparatus here can’t be traced because of the blanket-frequency around it. It blocks everything, including the waves of a detector.” 
 
     “Evidently you don’t know much about the Amazon!” Mueller retorted. “I’d advise you not to be complacent henceforth. And if anything should happen, shoot first and ask questions afterwards. You’re the only radio contact I’ve got on Earth, remember. Well, any more?” 
 
     “I understand that the Amazon knows you arc on Luna. Agents report that she has reconstructed her aura compass and that it is tagging you all the time.” 
 
     “Damn the woman! Any idea what she intends to do?” 
 
     “Apparently she is going to wait for you to do something first. She doesn’t seem to think it’s possible for the Moon to be combed out in order to find you.” 
 
    “And she’s right!” Mueller snapped. “Waiting for me to act first, is she? All right — leave everything in my hands and report tomorrow night at the usual time. Contact ends.” Vanmeer closed the switches and pulled the headphones from his ears; then he got up and lumbered across to the rough table, where he began to set out a modest supper… 
 
    At this same time, in the laboratory of the Dodd Building, Vi was seated before apparatus every bit as complicated as that owned by Vanmeer. Her brows were drawn down in concentration, her eyes fixed on a tiny needle swinging in a vacuum-globe on a diamond-tipped pivot, just above it was an oscillograph tracing its lightning-streak lines on a ground-glass screen. 
 
     The girl was alone in the great building; her assistants had gone home long since. Delicately, her fingers handling controls as sensitively as a virtuoso fingering his bow, she operated the probing beam of power, striving to break through a wall of electric resistance. Very gradually she realized that she was winning. This detector-ray, of her own creation, was not blocked like an ordinary detector-ray: it plunged suddenly into the midst of a conversation: 
 
     Vi sat listening, her lips tight, her purple eyes on the oscillograph. The little impulse-pointer moved up to “60" under the mileage-recorder, and then the latitude and longitude numbers slowly formed themselves. Vi made a note of them and continued listening, until at the end of a few minutes she was in possession of the entire conversation which passed between Vanmeer and Carl Mueller. 
 
     When the contact broke she broke it, too, got to her feet and went over to the huge projection relief map on the wall. With a yellow finger she traced to the exact latitude-longitude point from where the transmission had emanated. 
 
     Her eyes narrowed and she smiled grimly to herself. “Main city road just outside Horsham…Good!” 
 
     She stood considering for a moment, then, making up her mind, she hurried into the rest-room, took off the white smock she was wearing, then changed completely into the black, close-fitting costume and red-lined cape she always wore when on business bent. Her face resolute, she buckled a broad gold belt about her slender waist, snapped the jewelled clasp in place, then felt at the various curious instruments in the belt’s holsters. With a nod she switched off the light and hurried out of the building to her car. 
 
     Powered by an atomic-force engine it swept with soundless momentum into the starless night, sped through the London streets, gradually into the quieter environs, then onwards towards open country. On the car’s dashboard was Vi’s own device of a latitude-longitude reader, operating in the same fashion as a ship’s compass. She used it as her sole guide, until at last the numbers she wanted coincided on a quivering red line. 
 
     Stopping, she peered about her into the night. Very dimly her keen eyes could discern the squat outline of a long wooden shed to the left in the midst of rough meadow. She nodded, climbed out of the car, and went swiftly across the field, halting before a barbed wire fence towering twelve feet into the air. For a moment she peered at it, then from her belt took a small instrument like a voltmeter, and clipped it on the wire. Its automatically illumined dial revealed a scale reading of two thousand volts coursing through the wire. 
 
     “So our mysterious friend believes in being prepared,” she murmured. “Just as well that I do likewise.” 
 
     She tugged another instrument from her belt — this time an atomic-energizer. Once before she had used it to destroy a rock barrier when entering Mueller’s hide-out in a Kentish cliff: now, as then, the stream of diabolical invisible energy emanating from the instrument vaporized the wire for a wide area and left a clear path. 
 
     She put the instrument back in its holster, strode onwards, then paused as the door of the shed suddenly whisked open and a stream of light fanned out into the night. Evidently the short circuiting of the power through the wire had given Vanmeer advance warning. 
 
     “Who’s there?” he demanded, peering into the darkness-and crouched in the shadows Vi weighed up the broad shoulders, the bullet head, the glittering gun in the right hand. 
 
     She waited a moment, tensing herself — then suddenly she sprang. Quite unprepared for a tigress out of the night, Vanmeer twirled round and staggered. Simultaneously steel fingers cracked his hand and the gun dropped. A fist struck him under the jaw and he tripped backwards into the shed, lost his balance and sprawled on the wooden floor. By the time he had shaken the daze out of his head he found himself looking at a tall, graceful figure standing against the closed door, the red-lined cape swinging from her shoulders. 
 
     “The — the Amazon!” he gasped, staring. 
 
     “You oughtn’t to be surprised,” she replied drily. “You told Mueller that I was looking into things, didn’t you? Get up!” 
 
     Vanmeer hesitated, then got to his feet. He looked at her fixedly for a moment, then his eyes dropped to the gun lying near her. He made a sudden dive for it, only to draw up sharp with a gasp of anguish as Vi’s left fist struck him in the middle. Winded and panting, he clawed his way to the table. 
 
     “I shouldn’t bother about the gun if I were you,” Vi commented, following him up. “I want a quiet little chat with you. You’re Vanmeer, aren’t you?” She jerked his head up, a hand under his powerful jaw. 
 
     “What of it?” he demanded, tugging away as his pain abated. 
 
     “Just that I’m glad to catch up on one of the dirtiest traitors left behind from the Mueller organization, that’s all…Now, what do you know of Mueller’s plans?” 
 
     Vanmeer grinned crookedly. “I should tell you!” 
 
     The girl looked at him steadily. Then with a lithe movement she half seated herself on the table, one graceful leg swinging idly. Slowly she unclasped the cape from about her throat and tossed it on one side. 
 
     “Vanmeer, I’m not going to argue with you,” she said presently, with the ghost of an icy smile. “I came here for information and I mean to get it, even if I have to break every bone in your body. You know everything about Mueller, and I want to know it too!” 
 
     Vanmeer was silent, rubbing strong hands up and down the sides of his trousers — then, as Vi glanced away from him for a second, he acted. He hurled himself at her, hands reaching for her throat, bore her backwards on the table. That, as many had discovered before him, was a fatal mistake. 
 
     It gave him the initial advantage, but the girl was so poised that she recoiled like a steel spring. Her knee came up and jammed in Vanmeer’s chest. Even as he was forced upwards by sheer muscular power, yellow hands snaked to his throat and fastened there like grapples. Still holding his throat, Vi straightened up from the table — then, suddenly releasing her right hand, she bunched it into a fist and struck Vanmeer in the face with all her strength. It came again before he had recovered — and yet again to the right of his jaw. Giddily he fell face down across the table. 
 
     He was still trying to shake the pain out of his face and head when he found himself raised bodily and flung across the room. With an impact that jarred his spine sickeningly, he landed in the chair before the radio instruments. 
 
     “I’m not playing games, Vanmeer,” Vi explained calmly. “I want results. And if you don’t start talking soon I’ll give you something to really remember me by!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER III 
 
      
 
    “Well…” Vanmeer wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “What do you want to know exactly?” 
 
     “Whereabouts is Mueller in the Moon? 
 
     “I don’t know, Amazon — and that’s the truth! He only radios to me, using converted radar equipment. I’m only his agent.” 
 
     Vi reflected, then nodded. “All right, I believe that. Now to something else. Are you his only agent?” 
 
     “No. There are dozens of them scattered about — but I only know them by numbers.” 
 
     Vi looked at him fixedly, and Vanmeer was reminded of a snake. 
 
     “Where’s Mueller been these past five years?” she asked abruptly. 
 
     “Venus. It’s habitable — in parts. He’s got a hideout there as safe as that one you used to have in the Brazilian forests.” 
 
     “Oh he has, has he?” Vi gave a grim smile. “That’s interesting. I take it that he escaped from Luna when we returned his V-10s there with interest?” 
 
     “With most of his men,” Vanmeer acknowledged. He stirred restlessly and spread his great hands. “Look here, Amazon, that’s all I know. Why don’t you get out of here?” 
 
     “I’ll get out when I’m ready — not before.” Vi turned from him and surveyed the equipment. “Radio and radar of nth degree, eh?” she commented. “I’ll find out one of these days how Mueller managed to get things organized so nicely. In the meantime this stuff is too valuable for nasty little boys like you to play with it — ” 
 
     Her hand whipped into her belt and then upwards. Vanmeer hurled himself out of his chair just in time to escape as the deadly stream from the atomic energizer vaporized the entire bank of instruments. They flowed and collapsed in whirlpools of vivid colours and dispersing smoke. When Vanmeer could see clearly again there was nothing left but tangled wreckage. 
 
     “Why, you damned — !” His words choked and exploded into action instead. The girl met his bull rush calmly, neatly sidestepped and at the same time smashed a blow down on the back of his neck that knocked him half senseless against the wall. 
 
     He straightened, hesitated, looking now into the steadily levelled barrel of the girl’s energizer. 
 
     “Yes, you’ve guessed right,” she told him, unsmiling. “I’m going to kill you, Vanmeer — like all the rest of the lice who follow Mueller. And I’m not apologizing, either. The authorities can figure it out for themselves…” 
 
     Vanmeer lurched forward — and it was his last mortal act. Something he could not see came from that weapon. It met him with shattering impact and dropped him dead in his tracks. Vi stood looking down at him for a moment, then she put the instrument back in her belt, swept up her cape from the table, and left. 
 
     In a few moments she was back in her car, returning through the night to her home. 
 
    Vi made no reference to her adventure with Vanmeer in the days which followed. Pursuing her usual custom of keeping her own counsel and acting in her own individual way, she considered it was nobody’s business but her own that she had wiped out Mueller’s principal Earthly agent… 
 
     As it happened it was a fortnight before the murdered Vanmeer was discovered by a prowling Boy Scout, and even then the police were completely baffled, and put his death down to an explosion from the shattered radio equipment. That the man was Vanmeer, wanted criminal, did a great deal to hush the matter up. His death had saved the State a good deal of expense, anyway. 
 
     But Chris Wilson guessed, as did his wife and Ruth Dodd. Vi was half expecting the call she got to present herself in the head controlling office. 
 
     “Of course I killed him,” she admitted, shrugging, as Chris questioned her. “Since Mueller wants war, he’s going to get it! You know my methods with rats like that — kill first and question afterwards. Forget the thing! The only pity is that I don’t know what other agents there might be scattered about.” 
 
     “Why,” Chris asked deliberately, “did you discharge our switch-girl without consulting anybody? Do you realize that losing her job made her commit suicide?” 
 
     “According to what I heard Vanmeer tell Mueller, Chris, she was the agent who smuggled the pick-up into that light globe up there!” Vi gave a cold smile. “I discharged her for that reason and put in a girl I can trust. As for her suicide — Well, I’m glad it looked that way.” 
 
     “Good God, Vi! you don’t mean you — ” 
 
     “Yes, I got her out of the way,” Vi snapped, irritated. “Now why can’t we get down to serious business? What about that consignment of itumen ores for Emerson? Have they been sent off from Luna yet?” 
 
     Chris made an effort to bring his mind back to normal. Vi’s casual admissions of plain murder always upset him. He glanced at the electric clock on the wall. 
 
     “The consignment started off six hours ago. I’m keeping my fingers crossed. I’m in radio touch with Kerrigan, the chief pilot, and he’s reporting every thirty minutes. So far all’s well. He’s due at our space port here in about five days.” 
 
     “What about the rest of the crew? Are you sure of them?” Chris shrugged. “Near as can be. I’m not superhuman, of course. Space travelling is a mighty tough job, and I can’t afford to be too choosy in picking my employees.” 
 
     “No; and that’s where Mueller has the pull on us!” Vi seated herself at the desk, chin on hand, and watched Chris as he slowly paced up and down beside the window. “Don’t forget that he, too, has the V-10 secret of space travel. There’s no reason why he shouldn’t have sent several of his associates to Earth, secretly of course, with instructions to get themselves employed by our organization. Sabotage as the object, of course.” 
 
     Chris shook his head doubtfully. “I don’t quite agree there, Vi. To build a space machine — even one only — you want materials and costly machinery. How do you suppose Mueller ever managed to get hold of those necessities? 
 
     “On Venus!” 
 
     Chris swung, stung by surprise. 
 
     “Venus? What the devil do you mean?” 
 
     “I mean that Vanmeer told me that Mueller escaped to Venus when he left the Moon ahead of our V-10 reprisal attack. He also told me that Mueller has a hide-out on Venus every bit as good as the one I had in Brazil five years ago. That, to me anyway, suggests that he happened upon a mineralized area of Venus where he could work from raw material, as I did in Brazil. A man of Mueller’s ingenuity wouldn’t be easily balked, Chris. Of course, we don’t know the whole story, but we’re entitled to make a few guesses.” 
 
     “Venus…” Chris pondered and returned to the desk to sit down. “That means he has ventured farther into spacial deeps than anybody else so far. Much farther than us. We’re content with the Moon.” 
 
     “Uh-huh — a dead world.” Vi’s voice was cynical. “Five years, and we’ve only got as far as Luna! An excellent place for digging up minerals, carrying prospectors and crazy tourists — but useless as a project for colonization because of the absence of air. In time, Chris, to make this Space Line pay we’ll have to include the planets…Mercury is out of it because of his nearness to the sun; Mars is probably out too because of the tenuity of the atmosphere. But Venus opens up great possibilities indeed! With Mueller already there — or at least his headquarters there we’re going to have no easy job. He’ll have to be moved out — blasted out, if need be. In a word” — and Vi tapped a yellow finger on the desk — “it is he or us for it from now on!” 
 
     Chris nodded pensively, then he glanced at the chronometer again and turned to the radio-relay equipment at his elbow. He pressed a button. 
 
     “Call Commander Kerrigan again,” he instructed briefly. “I’ll wait.” 
 
     “Yes, sir,” came the response of the radio operator at the other end of the great edifice. 
 
     “You see,” Vi went on, musing, “Mueller is in the position that he dare not show his face anywhere on Earth. He’s wanted by every country — and he knows now, too, that I have his aura, and would therefore be able to trace him immediately if he dared to come to Earth. That very fact means he can’t come here secretly and start a rival Space Line to ours.” 
 
     “He could get agents to work for him, couldn’t he? In opposition to us?” 
 
     “Can you imagine Mueller trusting agents to that extent? I’m afraid I can’t. No, he’d have to do it himself — and as long as I have an aura compass trained on him, he never can. So his only hope is to smash our Line out of sheer vindictiveness and ruin everything we’ve built up.” 
 
     “Yes, I — Excuse me, Vi.” Chris turned back to the radio equipment. “Yes, that Commander Kerrigan?” 
 
     It was the voice of the radio operator. “Sorry, Mr. Wilson, but Commander Kerrigan doesn’t respond. I’ve sent out seven signals one after the other and — ” 
 
     “Try again!” Chris snapped urgently. “Hurry up! He’s got to answer!” 
 
     He exchanged a sharp glance with Vi as they both sat listening to the insistent steadily repeated buzzing note coming through the speakers. It was the shortwave signal being impulsed across space. At last it stopped, and the operator spoke again. 
 
     Sorry, sir, but Commander Kerrigan doesn’t answer.” 
 
     “Now what the devil’s gone wrong?” Chris’ voice was unsteady with alarm. “Surely with all that protection — ? Operator, try again for five minutes without stopping, then report back.” 
 
     “Right, sir.” 
 
     Chris switched off and got to his feet, began pacing up and down restlessly. Vi watched him for a moment or two, then with a grim smile she, too, rose. 
 
     “Y’know, Chris, it surprises me how innocent you are in some things,” she commented. “Why don’t you admit the truth to yourself? That ship has gone — and the itumen freight with it! As for the men bringing it here — Well, Lord knows!” 
 
     “But — but it’s incredible! Dammit, Vi, it’s too ghastly a thing to even contemplate!” 
 
     “I know — but it has to be faced, all the same. Frankly, I never expected anything else once I realized Mueller knew everything that had been planned. He knows as well as we do that the loss of a freight like that will put us in a bad spot with Rindle Emerson — ” 
 
     “But how could Mueller do anything, with the crew of the freighter heavily armed — those were my orders — and pilot ships, also armed, forming a convoy? Six ships!” 
 
     Vi sighed. “That’s why I asked you if you could trust the crew. Penny to a pound that half of ’em are in Mueller’s pay…” She fell silent, her jaw squaring. “Chris, it’s getting time to hold a council of war. Mueller’s got to be uprooted and his whole network organization smashed for ever. As long as he lives no Space Line, or planet either, is safe. Anyway, we’ll try a bit longer to get hold of Kerrigan. Maybe his radio’s just gone dead, but I doubt it. Then, if we get nothing we’ll have to go into action.” 
 
     Chris nodded moodily and turned back to the instruments. His despondency would have been increased a hundred-fold had he been the witness of a drama taking place at that moment five miles away, at his home. 
 
     It was towards mid-morning when Beatrice Wilson received a visitor — a tall, gaunt, sombrely dressed man with polite manners who described himself to Billings — the Wilsons’ man-servant — as a representative of United Airways. Yet somehow, for all his pleasantness, Beatrice had an uneasy distrust of him as he stood facing her in the library. 
 
     “I’m afraid I can be of little help to you, Mr. — er — Bradshaw,” Beatrice said, glancing at the visiting-card in her hand. “You really need to see Mr. Wilson. You can find him at the Dodd Space Line Edifice in town, you know.” 
 
     Walter Bradshaw gave a thin smile which did little to light the dead coldness of his blue eyes. 
 
     “You were gracious enough to see me, madam, therefore I think you can help me. My business will not take long.” 
 
     “Oh, very well…” Beatrice shrugged, motioned him to a chair, then seated herself on the divan opposite. 
 
     “It is quite a simple matter, Mrs. Wilson,” Bradshaw continued, feeling inside his overcoat. “I have here a little thing which I find very persuasive on occasions such as this.” 
 
     He withdrew his hand and lowered it to his knee. Beatrice glanced, and then started violently as she found herself looking at a levelled automatic. 
 
     “What in the world — ?” Her dark eyes lifted in frightened wonder to Bradshaw’s face. “What do you want?” 
 
     “Your daughter, madam!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER IV 
 
      
 
        Heedless of the gun Beatrice sprang to her feet. 
 
     “You want — what?” she gasped. 
 
     “I think,” Bradshaw said calmly, “I have made it perfectly clear.” 
 
     Bee wheeled, dived for the bell-push and pressed it sharply. A low chuckle made her swing back to her gaunt visitor. 
 
     “My dear Mrs. Wilson, you are wasting your time. I hardly came unprepared. Five other men are with me — all of them silent and most efficient. Briefly, your entire household is gagged and — er — useless. However, it is not my desire to harm you, or anybody else, so perhaps you will tell me where your daughter is?” 
 
     Beatrice turned and looked dazedly towards the visiphone. 
 
     “And I should forget about that,” Bradshaw added. 
 
     Somehow Beatrice got a grip on herself and came slowly back across the room. 
 
     “Just what do you want with my little girl?” she demanded. 
 
     “That is not for me to answer, madam. My orders are to take her away for a short visit. You need have no fears for her safety. She will not be harmed in the slightest.” 
 
     “You’ll not get any information out of me,” Bee retorted. “I’d — I’d sooner you shot me first!” 
 
     Bradshaw rose — tall, thin, coldly smiling. “Words are cheap, Mrs. Wilson. I know, as many other people do, that the half-term vacation is in force, and therefore your daughter is not at school. I also know that she is not away with relations. Now, shall I have the house searched or — ?” 
 
     He took a menacing step forward, but Bee stood her ground. Timid in many things, she had all the courage necessary when it came to protecting her own flesh and blood. Deep down in her heart she wished Vi would arrive unexpectedly. 
 
     “I’ll not — ” she began stubbornly; then she twirled round with a gasp as the library door opened and Ethel herself came tripping in. 
 
     “Mummy, why can’t we go into town and meet Daddy?” she asked. “I’m tired of playing upstairs and — Oh, who’s this?” She turned frank dark eyes to look up at Bradshaw. 
 
     “Lanning!” Bradshaw called sharply. “Lanning, come in here!” 
 
     There was a pause, then a man entered — tall, well-dressed, with a clean-shaven chin. He stood waiting expectantly. 
 
     “Take the child,” Bradshaw ordered. 
 
     “No!” Bee screamed, snatching at Ethel’s shoulders desperately. “No, you shan’t — you — Let me go!” She struggled and kicked with all her power as Bradshaw pinioned her arms and the child was swept up by Lanning and carried out into the hall. 
 
     By main strength Bradshaw pushed Bee across the room and on to the divan. Then he pulled a letter from his pocket and tossed it in her lap. 
 
     “Here my duty ends, Mrs. Wilson,” he said briefly. “Good day.” 
 
     He was at the door and out of the room before she could do a thing to follow him. The door slammed. Leaping to her feet, she dashed to the window, just in time to see a powerful atomic-driven car go sweeping away down the drive, Bradshaw clambering into it even as it moved. Fixedly, still somewhat too dazed to think straight, Bee watched it vanish. Then she raced over to the visiphone and pressed the button. 
 
     There was no response. The pilot light failed to show. Evidently the wires had been cut outside. She flung the instrument down and dashed from the room. Remembering the servants, she went through to the domestic regions and released them, then hurried on outside to the garage. She was in the car before she realized she had balled into her palm the note Bradshaw had given her. Savagely she stuffed it in the pocket of her dress, backed the car out into the drive, swung, then hurtled it forwards to the city road… 
 
    When she arrived at the Dodd Edifice, breathless with anxiety, she was shown immediately into Chris’ office. Vi and he looked at her in astonishment, exchanging glances at the sight of her taut expression. 
 
     “Chris — for God’s sake…” She gulped for breath. “They’ve — kidnapped Ethel!” 
 
     “What! Who has?” He came hurrying round the desk, drew up a chair quickly and settled his wife into it. “There, sit down…Now, what is all this about?” 
 
     “A man — in fact several men — They held me up with a gun.” Bee got the story out in breathless jerks. “And — and he gave me this note to give to you.” 
 
     Grim-faced, Chris took the letter she held out and ripped away the envelope. He read it quickly to himself with lowering brows — and then aloud: 
 
     “Dear Mr. Wilson: 
 
    “I can personally guarantee the safety of your daughter — and her return to you unharmed — upon certain conditions being fulfilled. In your position as Controller of the Dodd Space Line you will please make it clear to Miss Dodd that she is to relinquish ownership to me, or at least to the agent whom I shall appoint. I require nothing more than her signature to a Deed of Transfer which I shall have drawn up. If this is agreed upon, signify your willingness to co-operate by signalling A.B.C. on the short-wave Luna band. I shall understand, and you will then receive further instructions in course of time. Yours, and Miss Dodd’s agreement, will mean the return of your daughter, and the itumen ores belonging to Rindle Emerson. If you do not agree — Do I need to remind you that I do not make idle threats? The final proviso upon which I insist is that the Golden Amazon shall refrain from all activity of any sort against me. 
 
    “Believe me to be, 
 
    “Most truly yours, 
 
    “CARL MUELLER, Ph.D.” 
 
     Chris lowered the letter and stared blankly in front of him. 
 
     “Evidently the maestro hasn’t lost his touch,” Vi commented drily, half perched on the broad desk. 
 
     “What do you mean by that?” Beatrice blazed, jumping up and wheeling on her. “Don’t you realize what’s happened? Ethel’s been abducted! By Carl Mueller! And-and all you do is sit there and shrug! I might have expected it from you. Children don’t mean a thing to you. You’re cold — unreasonable!” 
 
     “A pity you always get excited in a crisis, Bee,” Vi murmured. “A cool mind is the best asset in an emergency, you know…What I mean is: Mueller is running true to form.” 
 
     “But — but Ethel? And these demands?” Chris waved the letter angrily in the air. “What do we do? See the spot we’re in? I’d better let Ruth know about this — ” 
 
     “Before you do,” Vi interrupted, “contact the International Convention and tell them to have their men keep a sharp look-out for any space machines not carrying the Dodd secret ensign. I’ve more than a suspicion that Mueller won’t be content with Ethel hidden away somewhere on Earth. He’s much more ambitious.” 
 
     “But you don’t mean she’ll be taken into space?” Chris cried, hardly able to get the words out. 
 
     “It’s possible — hence the precaution. Get busy, Chris, and contact I.C” 
 
     He nodded bewilderedly and turned to the visiphone. Within half a minute he had given his orders, then he glanced at Vi as she slid from the desk and stood thinking. 
 
     “Shall I send for Ruth now?” he questioned; and the girl nodded. 
 
     Again he lifted the instrument, and in response Ruth Dodd soon came into the office, clearly surprised at the urgent summons. 
 
     “Hello, Bee!” she greeted, smiling. “Haven’t seen you for a few weeks. How are you — ? Why, whatever’s the matter?” she broke off, astonished. “You look very worried.” 
 
     “With good reason,” Chris snapped. “Take a chair, Ruth: you’d better have this sitting down.” 
 
     Ruth obeyed wonderingly, then sat listening as Chris reeled off the facts to. her. Finally she took Mueller’s letter from him and read it through slowly. 
 
     “One thing seems pretty clear to me from this,” Vi said, rousing herself from thought. “Mueller has acted in advance. A fortnight ago he knew he intended to waylay that itumen ore-ship, so he obviously sent this letter over to his Earth agent Bradshaw. Whether he smuggled the letter into the ordinary Earth-Moon mail or radioed it by short wave doesn’t signify: he got it here, anyway. Which shows he knew he would have no trouble sidetracking those ores. He’s aimed a double blow by taking them and abducting Ethel simultaneously.” 
 
     “Well, obviously, we must do as he orders,” Ruth said, looking up and tossing the letter on the desk. “If Ethel is likely to lose her life we must — ” 
 
     “There must be a better way than that!” Chris protested. “God knows, she’s my daughter, and I’m not willing to take risks with her life — but surely we don’t have to bow down before Mueller in this fashion? Besides, look at the work we’ve put into this Line in the past five years — ” 
 
     “Which Mueller is now doing his level best to pull down,” Bee said bitterly. 
 
     “Anyway,” Chris went on, musing, “you said yourself, Vi, that Mueller couldn’t come to Earth to operate the Line even if he gets it. He’s a wanted man.” 
 
     “Circumstances alter cases, Chris,” Vi said. “He can come to Earth if I don’t act. Notice he stipulates for that. And if my aura compass should somehow be wrecked he could no longer be traced. In that way he can come, and with plastic surgery to disguise him — highly efficient these days — he’d probably get away with it. Only…” Vi drew a deep breath and then tightened her lips. “Only he isn’t going to get away with it. We’ve got him into the open at last, which is the one thing I’ve wanted. He’ll have to leave the Moon, for one thing.” 
 
     The others looked at her questioningly, and she spread her hands. 
 
     “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” she asked. “The engineers on Luna handling mineral mining are all acquaintances of ours — and they know Ethel, too. Do you think Mueller would take the chance of having Ethel sent to Luna, where she might escape, or be seen? Not he! I think he’ll take her to this hide-out of his on Venus, where nobody exists except him and his minions.” 
 
     “Surely, he’d never go to such lengths!” Chris protested. 
 
     “Oh, stop under-estimating the enemy!” Vi snapped. “He took Ethel because she is the most valuable piece in the game, and he’ll not risk the chance either of her escaping or being discovered. Here on Earth modern methods are so efficient she’d be located in no time. In fact, I could trace her myself if she were hidden on Earth. But on another planet, sixty-two million miles away, it’s a very different matter…Yes, Mueller knows what he’s up to. Besides, he’s no need to remain on the Moon any more. He obviously only risked being there at all so he could keep in short-wave contact with Vanmeer and keep in touch with our moves. He doesn’t care anymore what we do: he’s taken off the gloves and shown he’s out to smash us…” 
 
     Vi paused as the radio buzzed for attention. Chris turned to it and pressed the switch. 
 
     “Report from I.C., Mr. Wilson.” 
 
     “Okay — put it through.” 
 
     “Calling Wilson, Dodd Edifice, London,” intoned the speaker. “Observation look-out reports departure of a space machine from unauthorized ground somewhere in London environs. No ensign. Is being followed, but it is not expected it will be possible to overtake the vessel. What instructions? It may be possible to send out patrols from Luna to intercept.” 
 
     Vi shook her blonde head deliberately. “No use, Chris. It’ll be heavily armed, anyway, and too fast for patrols.” 
 
     “No instructions,” Chris said, his voice listless, and switched off. 
 
     “I begin to think you don’t care whether Ethel has been abducted or not!” Bee declared, looking at Vi angrily. 
 
     “I know what we’re up against, that’s all,” Vi answered her. “It seems evident that that machine was sent to Earth by Mueller. It must have got here by night and escaped detection. We know already, even at the start of the trip spacewards, that it has outdistanced the patrols. That speed will be trebled and quadrupled by the time it reaches the area of the Moon. Nothing can stop it, and there’s no use trying. We can also be pretty sure that Ethel is aboard the vessel. So, to make absolutely sure of the next move, we’ve got to find out what Mueller is doing. Let’s see what the aura compass has to say.” 
 
     The others followed her quickly from the office and down the corridors to her laboratories. The assistants busy at their various tasks looked up momentarily, but passed no comments. 
 
     Beatrice looked at them, then pitched her voice low as Vi set the aura needle swinging. 
 
     “Look here, Vi, why can’t we use a space machine of our own and set off right away after Ethel? Don’t you realize the seriousness of the situation, or what?” 
 
     “That’s just what I do realize, Bee.” The Amazon’s violet eyes watched the swinging needle intently. “We can’t dash off on a sixty-two-million-mile jaunt through space without elaborate preparation — any more than we made our first Moon voyage without careful planning. Mueller is ahead of us, don’t forget, and has got everything worked out. We have yet to do that before we can plunge into uncharted waters — or rather spaces. And besides, we can’t just dash off into space and leave the Line to take care of itself. Somebody’s got to handle it while we’re away…Don’t worry so, Bee. Ethel is in no immediate danger, but she might be if we rush things.” 
 
     There was a silence. Slowly the swinging needle came to rest, its diamond-dusted tip pointing downwards. Vi calculated briefly and then shrugged. 
 
     “Still two hundred and forty thousand miles. That means he’s still on the Moon — or at any rate inside it. The needle points down because that is where the Moon is at present, in relation to Earth. Shining in the sky of Australia.” 
 
     “Then what do we do?” Chris asked anxiously. 
 
     “Only thing we can do is keep a constant watch on this compass. The moment we see any sign of Mueller on the move, we’ll make our own plans accordingly.” 
 
     “What sort of plans?” Ruth Dodd demanded. “After all, we — ” 
 
     She paused as Vi motioned quickly towards the assistants. Jerking her head, she led the way into her private office and closed the door. 
 
     “No need to advertise everything,” she explained, motioning to chairs. “Our Line is going to be in disrepute enough in a while, without us having to admit that Mueller has stolen a march on us.” 
 
     “Look here, Vi. I don’t see the point at all,” Chris snapped. “If we wait for Mueller to get on the move — to Venus, maybe — how do you think we’d ever find him there, any more than on the Moon?” 
 
     “We’ll have the aura compass with us with which to trace him. As for us trying to find him on Venus, we would never have thought of the idea except for one thing — because Ethel will probably be taken there. I thought you’d realized that.” 
 
     There was a grim silence for a time. Chris took a turn round the office, hands in coat pockets. Then he stopped and looked at Vi again sharply. 
 
     “We should have gone to the Moon the moment we knew he was there and have dug him out! We’d have saved ourselves the hell of a lot of trouble.” 
 
     Vi nodded grimly. “I realize it — but it’s too late now. He’ll probably be on his way before we can even get there. Now Ethel has been taken — a move we could never have foreseen — we’re forced into it. Just what we are forced into I don’t think any of you realize clearly — nor will you until you see Venus…However, our council of war will meet when we know for certain what Mueller is doing. As for his ultimatum, we’ll ignore it.” 
 
     “Do you think that is such a good idea?” Beatrice asked, thinking coolly for the first time since the shock she had received. “Why don’t we say we agree to his terms? Then he’ll come to Earth, bring Ethel with him as promised — and the itumen ores. Then we can set to work to get him arrested.” 
 
     Vi smiled without warmth. 
 
     “What makes you think he’d let you have Ethel — or return the ores — without making sure that everything is exactly as he wants it? In fact, to be frank, I believe he’ll never return Ethel or the ores, whether the Space Line is signed over to him or not!” 
 
     “Great heavens!” Chris exclaimed, horrified. “You don’t mean — ” 
 
     “I do mean! Hang it all, you saw how he aimed V-10s at the Earth without the least regard for millions of lives being lost? We know he hates us more bitterly than any other group of people in the world. So why should he spare Ethel or keep his promise? If we want Ethel and justice for our Space Line, we’ll have to go out and get it! But I think Ethel will be safe while we say nothing at all, because Mueller won’t want to destroy his prize piece as long as he thinks he can use it as a strong bargaining factor.” 
 
     Vi sighed and gave a little shrug. “For the moment I don’t see there is much we can do. I’ll keep a constant watch on the compass — and detail a girl I can trust when I want a relief. I’ll call all of you together the moment there is good and sufficient reason. Until then we must keep all this to ourselves. We don’t want anybody to know we’re beaten before we start, so to speak.” 
 
     “And what about Emerson?” Ruth asked. “We can’t leave him in ignorance of what’s happened to his freight.” 
 
     “He’ll have to be told,” Vi admitted. “And that’s your job, Chris. I don’t envy you, either! It’ll have to be done, though, because the radio department knows no report has come through from Kerrigan, and they’ll let the information slip if you don’t. I’d suggest you get Emerson on the visiphone right away and explain things as discreetly as you can. Don’t give anything away. Simply say that you just can’t understand what’s happened.” 
 
     “I’ll do it right away,” he said grimly. “You’d better come with me, Bee — and stay with me henceforth in the office while I’m working. I’m taking no chances on losing you as well!” 
 
    Rather to Chris’ surprise, Rindle Emerson took the announcement of the loss of the itumen ores quite calmly — over the visiphone, his dogged face betraying no sign of his feelings. From surprise at the easy letdown, Chris’ feelings drifted by slow stages into genuine relief — but it was shortlived. 
 
     In mid-afternoon the industrialist was announced and entered the office, enveloped as usual in his huge sable-collared overcoat. He came in with an air of quiet mystery, carrying his big black Homberg hat in his hand. 
 
     “Good afternoon, Mr. Emerson.” Chris’ voice was grave as he rose to make the greeting. “May I introduce my wife…? Mr. Emerson, dear.” 
 
     “How do you do, madam…” Emerson shook hands, set his hat down at the end of the desk, then seated himself. Chris slowly went back to his chair and waited for the earthquake to begin. 
 
     “I — I rather expected you’d come here, Mr. Emerson,” he said uneasily. “I can’t begin to tell you how — ” 
 
     “How sorry you are that some twenty-seven million pounds’ worth of ores has been pirated?” Emerson grinned crookedly. “Was that what you were going to say, young man?” 
 
     “Yes,” Chris muttered, pushing over the cigar-box mechanically — but Emerson waved it away. 
 
     “Look here, Wilson,” he said, wheezing back in his chair, “you’re never going to. make a success of the Space Line this way!” 
 
     “I know…And incidentally, sir, it isn’t my Space Line: I only control it. Miss Dodd is the owner.” 
 
     “Ah yes, of course.” Emerson seemed to reflect for a moment, then added, “Would you mind asking her to step in here?” 
 
     “Miss Dodd? Surely!” 
 
     Puzzled, Chris turned to the interphone and made the request to the girl. In a few minutes she arrived. After being introduced, she nodded rather nervously and then sat down. 
 
     “I think,” Emerson said, musing, “that we had better have Miss Brant in as well…Yes, all the officials! I’ve something very important to say.” 
 
     Again Chris lifted the interphone switch, then when Vi had entered and been introduced she, too, waited. Instead of sitting down, she went over to the window and stood with her back against it, arms folded. 
 
     “Now,” Emerson said grimly, looking round. “I’d better start right away to make things easier for you people by telling you that itumen ore is no more valuable than a few shillings a ton. I could buy shale just as cheaply!” 
 
     Everybody — even Vi — started in surprise. 
 
     “What?” Chris ejaculated, blankly. “But everybody knows it is valuable, Mr. Emerson! The engineers working on Luna have said so themselves and — ” 
 
     “I know,” he interrupted, grinning. “They’ve said so — at my express orders!” 
 
     Chris frowned. “At your orders? I don’t understand. Do — do you mean that this missing cargo isn’t worth anything at all?” 
 
     “As cargo, no — but in other directions very useful indeed. It has forced Carl Mueller to show his hand — to come out of hiding and reveal exactly where he is!” 
 
     “Just what are you getting at, Mr. Emerson?” Vi asked, coming over to him. 
 
     “It’s not very complicated really.” Emerson spread his podgy hands. “Mueller is an outcast, wanted by all the police of this planet. We were none of us sure at the end of his V-10 attack if he had really been killed by our reprisal onslaught. He was, as you might say, like a hidden germ waiting to manifest itself at any moment in the body of society. Well, Scotland Yard and the International Convention were both worried about Mueller, as you know. Was he alive or dead? Had we anything more to fear from him? Then, from one of my own prospectors on Luna, I received a roundabout hint that Mueller was hiding — in the Moon. I passed the information on to my good friend Sir Hartley Grey, who is of course the present Chief of Scotland Yard’s interplanetary department.” 
 
     “And he asked you to help him?” Chris asked. “That it?” 
 
     “Yes. In my powerful position — and apparently dissociated from the Yard — I could do it easily — and did. We agreed that Mueller’s. object henceforth would probably be revenge, to try to discredit and ruin the Space Line from sheer vindictiveness. Then, of course, there was the chance he might attempt something more ambitious, such as a renewal of his V-10 attack. So he had to be tempted out of his hiding-place. How to do it? A valuable cargo — so called — being conveyed by the Dodd Space Line…” Emerson stopped, wagging his bullet head and grinning as though his thoughts amused him. 
 
     “I instructed my engineers to give the false news that itumen ores are highly valuable when mixed with certain chemicals. I arranged it that way so that Mueller if he tests the ores, and of course finds them valueless, may still think that they are priceless if used in a complete formula of ingredients…Do I need to go further? The trick worked. It forced Mueller out of hiding, for obviously none but he can be behind this piracy. Now we know he’s alive.” 
 
     “Oh, we know that,” Ruth Dodd agreed grimly. “Miss Brant here found it out a fortnight ago by radio apparatus…We have added proof at the moment in the abduction of Mr. and Mrs. Wilson’s little girl, Ethel.” 
 
     Emerson started. “What did you say, madam?” 
 
     Chris related the details, and the industrialist rubbed his chin. 
 
     “Mmm — we stirred up the hornet’s nest all right, didn’t we?” 
 
     “And what does Scotland Yard propose to do about all this?” Vi asked sourly. “Chase through space with popguns and ask Mueller to come out and play?” 
 
     “You sound biased against the Yard, Miss Brant.” Emerson looked at her and frowned. “After all, the Yard couldn’t just lie down and take it for granted that Mueller was dead. What they’ll do now it’s known Mueller is in action I don’t just know. It’s up to Sir Hartley, I suppose.” 
 
     “If you know Sir Hartley so intimately, Mr. Emerson, I’d suggest that you tell the Yard to do nothing at all — as far as the void is concerned,” Vi snapped. “They don’t understand interplanetary technique and they might — in fact would — bungle everything and lose many good men in the process. I’ll handle the space end of the job myself! It’s right within my province.” 
 
     “Do you mean that after all this Scotland Yard and the I.C. should sit still?” Emerson demanded. “We’ve got the world’s greatest criminal moving and you suggest — ” 
 
     “I suggest that the Yard can help best by hunting down the various agents of Mueller scattered about the world. And there they must stop! Any false moves in other directions may endanger the life of little Ethel Wilson.” 
 
     “Hmmm…all right,” Emerson agreed. “I’ll see Sir Hartley and explain it to him.” 
 
     “At least I can see one favourable thing emerging out of all this,” Ruth Dodd said, pondering. “We thought the loss of the ores would disgrace our Line utterly — which is just what Mueller expects, of course — but now it’s obvious we have nothing to fear from you, Mr. Emerson.” 
 
     He nodded, smiling broadly. 
 
     “Nothing at all. I want to help you, not crush you.” He turned and looked at Vi again. “Miss Brant, what particular plans have you in mind? In regard to Mueller, I mean?” 
 
     “As far as I can tell at the moment, Mr. Emerson, my plans will involve a journey to Venus. As things stand I’m waiting for some further information.” 
 
     “Venus?” Emerson looked amazed. “But isn’t Mueller hiding in the Moon?” 
 
     “At present, yes,” Vi agreed drily. “But unless I’m very much mistaken he’ll be on his way to Venus before long. Now you see why I want Scotland Yard to leave this business to me. Tackling a world sixty-two million miles away is no job for detectives. It needs science — and first-class science at that.” 
 
     “Venus…” Emerson fell to thought, regarding his hat at the end of the desk. Then presently he looked up again. “Look, Mueller apart, of how much value would Venus be for colonization purposes if we could annex it to Earth through the International Convention?” 
 
     Vi shrugged. “Until I get there I don’t know for certain — but I do know that it has a breathable atmosphere and is covered with a good deal of jungle. Off-hand, I’d say that if it were annexed to Earth control it could be turned gradually into a very paying proposition, just why do you ask?” 
 
     “This Space Line of yours could do a roaring trade if a first-class city were erected on Venus, couldn’t if? I mean Venus would become, as it were, the jumping off point for all kinds of more distant interplanetary voyages.” 
 
     “True,” Chris agreed, pondering. “But what are you getting at, sir? 
 
     “Just this,” Emerson said. “If you can find a suitable spot on Venus for the erection of a city, I will personally finance the building of that city — and it must be named after me. There are no strings attached to the offer. I’m doing it because I know I’ll get my money back in trade as time goes on; and I realize that up to now your Space Line has had a terrific fight to live up against prejudice and disbelief.” 
 
     “Money doesn’t really trouble us, though,” Vi remarked. “I can create it myself by synthesis of base metal into gold.” 
 
     “Yes, yes, I know,” the industrialist said impatiently. “You can make enough for your immediate needs, but you cannot create the vast sums required for an interplanetary project without upsetting the world’s entire monetary system. To just manufacture money from base gold doesn’t mean that you can use it. If that were so you’d have had no struggle to keep this Line going as a commercial proposition. What I am offering you is sound business and normal money — just as a long-term investment and to make this dangerous journey you are contemplating entirely worthwhile.” 
 
     “It’s certainly a marvellous offer,” Chris said slowly, considering. “For ourselves we could only hope to build a small space-port on Venus and make it a temporary stopping-place. But with a whole city there! Why, our Line would be established for good! The thing would grow from then on.” 
 
     “Exactly.” Emerson sat back contentedly. “I’ll attend to all the annexation of land necessary, through the proper legal channels, and I’ll also fix the matter of compensation to the inhabitants of Venus, if there are any.” 
 
     “As far as I know at the moment, Mr. Emerson, the only inhabitants of Venus are Dr. Mueller and a few of his satellites,” Vi said. “And naturally he has got to be swept out and destroyed before anything else can be done. As far as your offer is concerned, it has really nothing to do with me. I’m concerned entirely with scientific issues, not commercial.” 
 
     “We accept it,” Chris decided, after Ruth Dodd had nodded to him. “It means that we’ll make this Venusian trip a pioneering flight as well as grim business.” 
 
     Vi smiled gravely in acknowledgment and said nothing; then she glanced round with the others as a white-smocked girl came hurrying in. 
 
     “I beg your pardon, Miss Brant, but about that compass you asked me to watch — ” 
 
     “Yes?” Vi asked quickly. 
 
     “I think there’s a sign of movement from the needle. Maybe you’d come along?” 
 
     Vi nodded, made her excuses, and hurried from the office. Within a few moments she was down the corridor, and entering the laboratories, went over to the compass immediately. With intent eyes she studied the needle. It was quivering and shifting position almost imperceptibly. 
 
     “All right, you can continue with your work,” she told the watching assistant, and, thus dismissed, the girl turned away. 
 
     Vi drew up a chair and watched the needle for several minutes; then she set it swinging and began calculating when it came to rest. The result of her figuring brought a gleam into her eyes. Ripping the top sheet from the scratchpad, she hurried back into the controlling office. 
 
     “Mueller’s on his way to Venus!” she announced in triumph. “The movement of the compass needle is too swift to be attributable to the Moon’s own movement — and Mueller upon it — through space. It is he himself who is moving. At the moment he’s four hundred thousand miles away, and getting farther with every second.” 
 
     The group glanced at one another. 
 
     “Just how did he get away with it?” Chris asked, puzzled. “Surely he must have been seen departing into space? The rocket exhaust alone ought to have given him away.” 
 
     “Not at all,” Vi answered; “and for the simple reason that it is new Moon. That means midnight on the Moon, when all the engineers have to go below and wait for daylight to return before carrying on. Mueller slipped out then in a machine of his own undetected.” 
 
     “Then this means our Venusian project has to be launched?” Ruth Dodd asked. 
 
     Vi nodded, moving across to the desk. “I’ll get to work right away on the details, and we’ll discuss them here this evening. In the meantime, Mr. Emerson, you know how to deal with the Yard — and ask Sir Hartley to have an eye kept on things here during our absence, to prevent any sabotage.” 
 
     Emerson nodded. “Don’t you worry! I’m as interested in the development of this Line as you are. Nobody’s going to do any damage to it if Scotland Yard and I can prevent it!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER V 
 
      
 
    That same evening, at Vi’s request, Chris, his wife, and Ruth Dodd all presented themselves in her laboratories for the conference she had arranged. 
 
     It was eight o’clock when they arrived, and they found her surrounded by cosmic-graphs, sheets from the computing machines, and voluminous private notes. Working under the cold-light globes trained on her desk, she glanced up as the trio entered, nodded, and motioned to chairs. 
 
     Accustomed to her off-hand way of doing things, they sat down and waited. At last she turned round to face them and tossed her stylo pen on one side. 
 
     “Naturally you remember your journey to the Moon?” she asked. 
 
     Chris gave a grim smile. “I don’t see how we could very easily forget it, Vi! It nearly killed the lot of us — excepting you. But then, you are ten times stronger than we are.” 
 
     “And on that occasion we had to race against time,” Vi pointed out. “This time that won’t be necessary, though of course we shan’t dawdle. But it will be tough going. To the Moon it is only about two-forty-thousand miles: to Venus the distance, at, present, is sixty-two million. The distance varies, of course, between twenty-six million and one-fifty-eight million, but we of course can’t wait for Venus’ closest approach. Because of acceleration drag, our speed is limited to about half a million miles a week. That is two million miles a month; at which rate it will take us two and a half years to reach Venus!” 
 
     There was stunned silence. Bee cleared her throat. 
 
     “But — do you mean to say it’s going to take that long for Mueller’s machine to get to Venus, too?” she asked in amazement. “Will it take that long for Ethel to be taken there? She’s — she’s going to be nearly grown up before she comes back, at that rate!” 
 
     “It would take that long at normal, tolerable speed,” Vi said, “because the human frame cannot stand any greater acceleration than that. We found it a big strain moving at four times the speed of sound to the Moon — three thousand miles an hour, which is of course a half-million miles a week.” 
 
     “Never mind the figures!” Ruth protested. “What do we do? Does it mean we can’t go?” 
 
     “We can go all right — and we can travel at the unheard-of speed of ten million miles a week!” Vi planked her hand emphatically on the desk-top. “At that speed we’ll reach Venus in about six weeks. That, I think, is what Mueller plans to do. It means that we — or rather I — will have to equip our vessel with artificial inertia neutralizers. By that I mean magnetic plates which will create false gravity to hold us to Earth-normal when we’re in free space; yet which will also counteract the frightful drag while acceleration is taking place. In other words, we shall exist in a gravity at all times exactly similar to the gravity we know on Earth here. I realized Mueller must be using some such improvisation in order to get up and down to Venus in anything like reasonable time from the Moon. Also it explains how Ethel can be taken on such a journey without being harmed…Yes, artificial gravity is the answer, a new engineering addition to space travel which will eliminate the old ghastly sickness and sense of eternal falling. Had I had time when we made that lunar leap I’d have devised some such idea then.” 
 
     “Well,” Chris said, shrugging, “I don’t pretend to understand the first thing about artificial gravity. How long will it take you to rig up the necessary devices?” 
 
     “No more than two days and nights. I’ll attend to that. I shall use the Ultra, of course. She’s in pretty good shape since I rescued her from the Moon when we opened up activities there. I’ll get the rest of the Line engineers to help me…But there are other things yet to be faced. Getting to Venus is not the hardest part of the job, tough though it will be. It’s the prospect when we get there!” 
 
     “Can’t be worse than the airless Moon, anyway,’ Ruth Dodd commented, “and we survived that.” 
 
     Vi turned to her notes and studied them for a moment. “Venus,” she said, “can be worse — much worse. For one thing, it is thirty million miles nearer to the sun than we are, and it has a day five weeks along, and a night of similar length. Most of the heat of that terrible sun will be masked by the cloud-banks of the, planet, and because of those same clouds and the absence of moon, the nights will be incredibly black. But the heat — the jungles which we know exist from what Vanmeer told me — the strange and deadly life, they may possess, the heavy, enervating atmosphere… 
 
    I tell you frankly: it will be a hell planet! 
 
     “How about its gravity?” Chris asked. 
 
     “Venus is only about five hundred miles less in diameter than Earth, so we’ll sense no difference. The point I am trying to make is that it is a world only the strongest should visit. I’m wondering if I ought to go…alone?” 
 
     “Mueller got there and domiciled himself, didn’t he?” Ruth Dodd pointed out. “He’s not what one would call a strong man — more brain than brawn. As for you going alone, Vi, I won’t hear of it. I went to the Moon with you, and I’m going to make this trip too. Besides, I like adventure!” 
 
     “You’ll got it!” Vi assured her grimly. “All right, I’ll be more than glad to have you, of course. What about you, Chris?” 
 
     “Goes without saying,” he responded, grinning. 
 
     “Then I’m going, too!” Beatrice declared firmly. 
 
     Vi gave her a troubled look. 
 
     “It’s you I’m worried about, Bee — the delicate one of our outfit. That trip to the Moon nearly killed you, remember — ” 
 
     “I’m coming!” Bee interrupted. “What kind of a mother do you think I am, Vi? I want Ethel, even if it kills me finding her! I shan’t be so weak with that object in view, don’t you worry.” 
 
     “Good girl!” Chris murmured, patting her arm. “That’s settled, then. We all go. Anything else, Vi?” 
 
     “No, I don’t think so,” she said, reflecting. “I’ll see to it that we are well provided with all necessary arms, tropical kit, provisions, and so forth, just leave everything to me…You’ll have to sleep, of course.” She smiled cynically. “That is a weakness I do not need to indulge. I’ll work without stopping for the next forty-eight hours and have assistants in shifts.” 
 
     “We can’t all have supernormal energy and a life-span of from three to five hundred years,” Bee sighed, getting to her feet. “Well, we’ll leave it at that.” 
 
     Chris got to his feet too, then he turned. “By the way, Emerson rang me up just as Bee and I were leaving home — ” 
 
     “Yes?” Vi asked. 
 
     “He’s doing as you suggested — or rather Sir Hartley is. Tracking down the Earth agents of Mueller — and they’ll keep an eye on things here while we’re away. Whom do we deputize for our own various positions?” 
 
     “Vera Grant will handle things here in the lab,” Vi shrugged. “You choose whom you wish to fill your place, Chris. Same applies to you, Ruth. Anyway, don’t bother me with trifles!” she broke off irritably. “I’ve enough on my mind as it is.” 
 
    True to her word, Vi worked with that tireless energy she possessed for the next two days and nights, using technicians in shifts and driving them pitilessly in the periods during which they toiled for her. 
 
    Her agile brain and flawless body dominated the proceedings constantly, and during those brief period when Chris, his wife, or Ruth happened to look in on her they found her in the gigantic hangar-laboratory annexed to the scientific department of the edifice. Here stood the immense Ultra, Vi’s own flying-machine and space-ship combined, looking exactly like a huge submarine, except for the fact that all its controls were placed in the tapering, transparent plastic nose. 
 
    Within the vessel were also the deadly electrical weapons of offence and defence — bunks, storage lockers, a roomy cabin for living and control purposes combined. At the moment the floors throughout the machine were unriveted and being equipped with magnetic apparatus which Vi alone understood. 
 
    So much the others glimpsed, and then retired to continue their routine work — until on the Friday evening, two nights after they had had their conference, Vi sent a call from her department to say she was ready. 
 
    When Chris, Bee, and Ruth had gathered before her, the gigantic mass of the Ultra looming in the hangar beyond, she looked at them questioningly. 
 
    “Have you done as I suggested and made all arrangements for departure?” she asked. 
 
    Chris nodded. “Bee and I are ready to go any moment you like. How about you, Ruth?” 
 
    “I’ve arranged for my work to be taken over tomorrow morning, so as far as I’m concerned I’m free.” 
 
    “Good!” Vi said. “Then there’s nothing to prevent our departing right away. We’ve nothing for which to delay, and every moment is precious. Go aboard while I give final instructions to the night staff and change into my flying-kit.” 
 
    The trio nodded and turned slowly towards the hangar, studying the shining bulk of the Ultra as they approached it. 
 
    “Gives you rather a queer feeling really,” Beatrice said, hanging on to Chris’ arm. “To try to realize that these are our last few minutes on Earth, I mean. Heaven knows what will have happened before we come back! If we come back! I — I sort of felt just the same way when we made that trip to the Moon.” 
 
     Chris smiled and patted her hand. She was definitely nervous and making a brave show at disguising the fact. Words just at this moment would have been superfluous, he realized. Quietly they entered the open airlock and looked round the familiar control-cum-living-room, then they settled themselves on the couches riveted to the curved padded walls. The electric chronometer on the control panel said 8.15. 
 
     By the time it reached 8.30 Vi had arrived, attired in her close fitting black flying-suit with a golden belt about her waist. It was impossible to tell that she had had no rest for forty-eight hours. Briskly she spun the screws on the airlock cover and then slammed over the self-sealing rubber sheath. 
 
     “Everything in order,” she announced, turning. “I have my aura compass in the storage locker back there, ready for use the moment we reach Venus. In the power plant is enough copper to carry us by atomic energy for two hundred million miles, so allowing for detours and accidents we should have quite enough to get us there and back. Now, are you all settled? 
 
     Chris, Bee, and Ruth all nodded, but said nothing. The tense, strained hush of expectancy was upon them. Vi turned and settled herself in the strongly sprung control chair, raised her hand in a signal to somebody in the hangar outside. Through the clear front of the machine the trio by the wall saw the hangar roof opening down the middle, leaving them free to the starry sky. 
 
     It was a clear, quiet night with a promise of keen frost. 
 
     Vi moved a switch. In the massive atomic-power plant at the rear of the machine dynamos started and rose swiftly into a steady whine; then she threw the control which transferred current into the power plant itself and so to the gravity-nullifying screens by which the vessel was enabled to defeat the pull of Earth’s attraction. 
 
     The Ultra quivered, then very slowly moved forward in her giant cradle, cleared the edge of the hangar wall with two feet to spare, and so swept up diagonally with easy grace into the night sky…Below, London loomed as a gigantic pool of light dots, seeming to grow inwards upon itself as they climbed with ever mounting swiftness into the abyss of sky. 
 
     Up — faster and faster — up higher still, through the stratosphere and ozonic layer. The heat in the control-room remained constant through thermostatic control, but outside frost glazed the multiplex windows until Vi switched on the de-icing equipment. The windows cleared magically and the stars loomed crystal bright, turning in a great arc as she manoeuvred upwards — ever upwards. 
 
     The sky turned to deepest violet, and then black. Atmosphere had gone. They could all sense the vessel’s sudden surge forward as the last trace of resistance went…All of them had seen this view before, too, on their Moon trip, yet it held them now, as then, in enthralled wonder at the windows. 
 
     The stars were blazing steadily in the abyss, like miniature suns; the moon was a brilliant sickle just beyond the new, and there was that flaming, prominence-girdled sun upon which they dared not look without protection. Space — unchanging — unthinkably desolate, smeared across its backdrop by the ageless, glittering dust of the multi-galaxies and far-flung outposts of the Universe. 
 
     “Yes, it gets you every time,” Chris admitted at last, sighing as he turned from the window. “It makes you realize how small we are in the face of infinity.” 
 
     “And viewed from our standards we’ve a long way to go across this infinity,” Vi remarked. “There’s our destination straight ahead there. See it?” 
 
     She nodded her blonde head to a single brilliant, point in the void, so bright without air to mask it that it was a positive hurt to the eye. Sixty-two million miles distant, and flaming in solitary grandeur. 
 
     “I think,” Vi resumed, “we’ll find this artificial gravity just right for us. Tell you better when we start to build up speed — and that I’m going to do from this moment. Tell me if you have any feeling of discomfort.” 
 
     The others nodded, watching her yellow hands moving the power-levers up notch by notch. Yet so, smoothly graded were the self-controlling gravity plates in the floor the strain that should have been felt at such mounting acceleration was absent. There, was a slight sense of lightheadedness and nothing more. 
 
     “Eight times faster than the speed of sound,” Vi, said at length; “or six thousand miles an hour and we’re experiencing no trouble. Good! I think then that we can build up speed ad lib.” 
 
     She turned from the controls, set in the automatic, pilot, then looked at the serious faces. 
 
     “It’s time for a meal,” she decided. “You might as well help me to get it ready. It’ll take your minds off the enormity of the thing we are attempting. We’ve only been on our way two hours as yet. By the end of six weeks you’ll be feeling pretty fed up with space and all it contains!” 
 
    How true Vi’s words were soon became apparent. As speed was built up on speed and the Ultra achieved her maximum velocity of two and a half million miles every forty-two hours, the hardest struggle on the part of Chris, Bee, and Ruth became not to overcome their physical troubles — for they were experiencing no undue discomfort — but to defeat the deadly mental effects. 
 
     For some reason, the prolonged nature of the space flight produced a sense of crushing depression. None of them, Vi included, could rid themselves of the conviction that they were alone in the Universe, that all life was centred in them alone and nowhere else. It was unnerving, ghastly, nor was there any relief in the changeless aspect of the stars and eternal blaze of the sun, days and nights being divided by chronometer alone. 
 
     Early in the journey the Moon, waxing, seemed to sweep past them and was left behind. They plunged onwards, soundless, the only evidence of movement at all being the gradual shrinkage of Earth far behind and the swelling of that blinding silver ball towards which they were streaking. One thing was certainly very clear — both Mueller and the ship containing Ethel had got well ahead of them, for they could see no trace of either, even through the telescopic sights. 
 
     So they struggled with their emotions. They slept and ate and lived in a kind of trance, Vi as usual being the least affected with her immense resistive powers. One week — two weeks — three weeks — The faces of Chris, Bee, and Ruth became haggard and pinched. Then in the fourth week Bee cracked under the strain and broke down into hysteria. 
 
     Immediately Chris seized her, shook her violently, but she only laughed the louder. Vi turned from her control chair, put in the automatic pilot, then came over to where Bee was laughing piteously and running her hands through her hair. 
 
     Vi studied her for a moment, then, bringing up her right hand, she struck Bee a resounding blow across the face, putting such force behind it that the girl collapsed limply to the floor and lay still. 
 
     “Sorry, Chris, but it had to be done.” Vi saw him looking at her with angry eyes. “Can’t afford to let her race herself to bits like that: too tough on the heart. She’ll be all right when she recovers consciousness.” 
 
     Slipping her arms under the girl’s knees and shoulders, she lifted her and carried her through to her bunk, laid her upon it. When Vi got back into the control-room she saw Chris was still looking at her, his face dark with strain. 
 
     “Look here, Vi, how the devil much longer does this blasted trip have to go on?” he grated at her, seizing her arm. “I’ve stared at that chronometer until I’m dizzy! Minutes — hours — days. They all seem to mean the same thing. Nothing but space — space — space!” 
 
     “It’ll go on for as long again yet,” Vi answered him grimly. “Get a grip on yourself, Chris! I warned you that this would be no picnic. The same applies to you too, Ruth! Give me some co-operation, can’t you, instead of crawling around snivelling! Do you think I find it child’s play, or something?” 
 
     Ruth was sprawled face down on one of the wall couches, beating at the soft cushions with her hands, and moaning a little to herself. As she realized Vi was talking to her, she straightened up. 
 
     “All very well for you!” she shouted, resentment in her grey eyes. “You don’t know what the rest of us are going through! You, with a heart like forged steel and the energy of a dynamo! What can you know of a normal person’s reactions to this horror?” 
 
     “What do you suggest I do, then?” Vi asked in a quiet voice, little lines about her full mouth showing that she, too, was feeling the strain far more than she admitted. “If I go slower we’ll be in space all the longer. And I can’t go faster because the power plant is giving maximum.” 
 
     “I don’t know,” Ruth whispered, rubbing a hand wearily across her eyes. “I — I only know I can’t stand this sense of being cooped up! I’ve got to — to do something, or else I’ll go crazy.” 
 
     She got to her feet and staggered out of the control-room, apparently on her way to her bunk to lie down. Vi looked after her with troubled eyes, then back to Chris. 
 
     “Just what is the matter with us?” he demanded, struggling to keep calm. “Flying through space might be monotonous, surely: I expected it. But this is something I never reckoned with. Free space shouldn’t do this — ” 
 
     “Yes, it should, Chris,” Vi interrupted him. “You see, we’re soaking in free cosmic rays all the time, and they’re deadly. They affect the nerve-centres of the brain. The Ultra is partly sheathed with lead as a protection from them, but some get through — especially through this multiplex glass — ” 
 
     She swung in alarm at a sudden crash from down the narrow bunk passage. Immediately she raced through it and came upon Ruth floundering in the big storage locker, the loose fastening bar from the door in her hand. With it she was slamming with blind savagery at the equipment and delicate instruments on the shelves about her. 
 
     “Ruth! You idiot!” Vi shrieked. She dived at her, just a second too late, as the bar crashed into the midst of a sensitive instrument inside a gleaming vacuum-case. Sensitive hair-springs and smashed radio parts vomited on to the floor amidst splintered glass. 
 
     “What the devil’s going on?” Chris demanded, rushing in. 
 
     “This — this little fool!” Vi shouted in fury, clutching Ruth by the collar of her dress and whirling her backwards. “She’s gone mad, I think! Ruth! Ruth! That’s the aura compass you’ve smashed!” 
 
     “Let go of me!” Ruth raved, kicking savagely at Vi’s legs; then she gasped huskily as Vi slammed her back against the wall and pinned her there with an iron grip on her throat. 
 
     “Now, calm down!” Vi commanded. “Calm down, Ruth, or by Heaven I’ll choke sense into you instead! 
 
     Ruth struggled, aimed another kick which missed its objective. Her face was brightly flushed, her eyes unnaturally brilliant. 
 
     “What right have you to order me about? she demanded. “Let go of me, you — you she-ape! — ” 
 
     “All right, if you want to play games!” Vi snapped. “I’m running this ship, remember, and I can’t afford to let you go berserk and wreck the equipment. Even as it is, you’ve done irreparable damage by smashing that compass! Here goes!” 
 
     Suddenly she snatched Ruth’s hands up behind her back and pinioned them there, forced her forward, helplessly, tripping and stumbling — then she threw her down on her bunk on the lower level and held her with a knee in the small of her back. 
 
     “Some, cord, quick,” Vi ordered, glancing at Chris. 
 
     He dashed back into the control-room and brought several lengths, stood watching as Ruth was spreadeagled face down and tied by wrists and ankles to the comers of her bunk…She raved and wept and struggled, but the Amazon had no mercy on her. 
 
     “Sorry to have to do this, Ruth,” Vi said, as the girl tore uselessly at the knots. “You’ll thank me for it later. Left to yourself you might commit suicide or something…” 
 
     With that she returned slowly to the control-room, and Chris followed her. 
 
     “This means, then, that with the compass for following Mueller smashed we shan’t be able to locate him?” he asked bitterly. 
 
     “Just that.” Vi faced him frankly. “We’ve as much chance of finding him now as discovering the proverbial needle in the haystack.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER VI 
 
      
 
    Both were silent, studying each other. Chris’ face was greasy and gaunt; Vi’s set and dogged. Finally she turned and went back to her control chair. Outside space loomed. Space — space — space, and that blinding sea of liquid fire which was the sun. 
 
     “Maybe we’ll never get to Venus alive, anyway,” Chris muttered, throwing himself down on a wall couch. “The two women are cracking up fast. Probably Rosy Cheeks is dead by now, too. No child could ever stand up to this sort of thing.” 
 
     “Yes, that worries me, too,” Vi said pensively, gazing through the front port. “The child mind is so much more delicately balanced than the adult…But, Chris,” she added, turning to look at him, “we can’t turn back now. We’ve got to finish the course!” 
 
     He gazed at her fixedly, her mass of golden hair gleaming in the sunlight. He was not a vicious man by nature — quite the contrary, in fact — but just at this moment he wanted nothing more than to kill her! He wanted to clench his hands round her throat and crush until he could crush no more. 
 
     With an effort he realized the drift his brain was taking. He forced himself to calmness again, rubbed a quivering hand over his mouth, then stared out through the window again on to space — space — space, until his brain felt ready to burst with the eternal sameness of it. 
 
     The hours passed. The days passed. Chris fought with everything he possessed against the devouring urges trying to master him. At times Beatrice and Ruth became rational and unable to account for their actions. Ruth in particular had no remembrance of having smashed the aura compass — then again that loss of control would set in and Vi found her hands full keeping herself and the vessel from disaster. 
 
     Finally she resorted to the medical kit and gave both women opiates and stimulating injections alternately, by which, through the remaining weeks, they lay half dead in their bunks, muttering in delirium. 
 
     Two more weeks went by, and then half the third week. Six had gone in all, and the journey was nearly over. Venus now filled all space, her blazing cloud-blanket reflecting the sun in such searing intensity that Vi switched the purple shields over the windows. 
 
     “Well, we’ve only about two hours to go,” she announced, glancing at Chris sprawled on the wall couch. “Once within an atmosphere, our brains will become normal again, shielded from cosmic rays. On the return journey we’ll fix up some lead helmets for ourselves. I’ve plenty of sheets of it in the storage locker.” 
 
     Chris made no comment. Unshaven, his eyes burning, he stared at Vi’s supple back, at the slight movements of her shoulders as she handled the switches. From outside there came presently a rushing, roaring noise as the edge of the Venusian atmosphere was contacted. 
 
     Instantly Vi diminished the vessel’s headlong speed still further. During the past seventy-two hours she had crept down to a moderate two thousand miles an hour. Now she slowed down to no more than five hundred as dense mist — the Venusian cloud-blanket — enveloped the shaded multiplex windows and the Ultra was flying blind. 
 
     Vi snapped a button, and the blue shields went up from the windows, revealing a grey pall without. Another switch brought infra-red screens in action to pierce the density outside. 
 
     “Don’t quite know how we’ll make out,” Vi murmured, intent on her task. “There may be big mountain ranges here. Have to — ” 
 
     Suddenly powerful hands were about her throat. She jerked her face round in amazement and stared into Chris’ glaring eyes. 
 
     “Chris!” She managed to gulp out his name hoarsely, then the fingers crushed so hard that no further words would come. 
 
     “Bringing us on a mad trip like this!” he panted. “You’re a murderess, that’s what you are! Might have expected it of you! My wife dying, my daughter dead, and you — By God, Vi, this is where we settle lots of old scores!” 
 
     By main strength he dragged her backwards out of the control chair and on to the floor. 
 
     “Chris, you idiot! The ship!” 
 
     Vi managed to get the words out, then, flinging up her hands, she seized Chris’ arm and pulled with all her strength. He overbalanced and went rolling across the control-room floor. 
 
     Instantly Vi dived for the switches, then she had to swing round again with a slashing upper-cut as Chris blundered towards her. She missed his chin by a fraction and his heavy body crashed into her, knocking her half across the control chair. Immediately his hands were tearing at her throat again. She butted up her knee into his stomach and for a moment he relaxed. 
 
    Seizing her opportunity, she tore free of his grip, half turned, then slammed out her right fist with piston-rod impact. Chris took it clean in the face, overbalanced, and reeled into the padded wall. 
 
    Vi waited for a split second, her arm retracted, her face merciless. Then she swung in horror as blackness loomed out of the surrounding grey outside. The glacier side of a mountain range had swept within a few feet of the vessel as it lurched and rocked helplessly amidst turbulent air-currents. 
 
    Vi seized the controls and stared into the infra-red screens. A gaunt, titanic mountain range was hurtling straight towards them! In desperation she tried to swing the vessel round, but at the same instant Chris lurched on top of her, seized her shoulders, and flung her by main force clean across the control-room. 
 
    He made to dive on top of her, but instead a staggering impact knocked him off his feet. Vi, half risen, collided with a stanchion. The cabin light went out. There was a monstrous roaring and tearing, then the machine was reeling over and over, bouncing and bumping through darkness with delicate instruments rattling and breaking themselves to pieces. 
 
    Clawing at blank darkness, Vi tried to move to the control-board. Then again she hit that stanchion. It seemed to leap out of nowhere and strike her on the side of the head. She saw one blinding flash before her eyes then sound and life faded into abysmal quiet… 
 
    When Vi’s senses drifted back to her she was conscious of an intense darkness and a grinding headache. At the same time there was a peculiar smell, extremely exotic, rather like very heavy acacia perfume. And heat! Sticky, enervating warmth that made her costume cling to her as she tried to move. 
 
    Very cautiously she stirred, then hesitated again at the anguish which belted through her skull. Putting up her hand, she felt the stickiness of drying blood. Finally she got to her feet and put out her hands in the darkness. She staggered a few paces and then fell over something yielding. Dimly she could detect slow, sluggish breathing, and her hands told her it was Chris. 
 
    Straightening up again, she turned slowly, striving to see some gleam of light in the abyss. But it was absolute. For all she could see she might have been buried in a mine at midnight. For a moment panic went through her, the fear that the frightful blow she had received had somehow struck her blind. 
 
     The thought made her move more urgently, feeling her way along the padded wall, past the stanchions, and so to the control board. She snapped the control-panel light-switch, but not the faintest glimmer became visible. The deepening fear of blindness pervaded her again. Moving on, she whipped a cold-light torch from its clip, hesitated, and then pressed the button — 
 
     To her infinite relief a clear white beam shone forth upon a scene of most unholy confusion. 
 
     The control-room was in a state of complete disorder. Chris lay full length on the floor with a gash bleeding in his forehead. Part of the window over the control panel had been smashed to atoms and through it came that clinging vapour, bearing with it the deadening smell of acacia. The switchboard seemed to be partly intact, but the infra-red screens were shattered. 
 
     Appalled, Vi surveyed it all — then she turned and went across the cabin to the bunk passage. She found Beatrice lying flat out in bed, scarcely breathing, her face parchment-white. Ruth had been flung out of her bunk and lay huddled in a comer, senseless. 
 
     Vi glanced at them both, then went on her way to the emergency lighting equipment, handled by batteries of five-year life instead of from the power plant. She threw the switch. All but two of the cold-light globes came into action and cast a blue-white glow over the depressing scene. 
 
     Putting her torch in her belt, Vi went over to Ruth, lifted her back into her bunk, assured herself that the girl still lived; then she went in to Chris in the control-room. It took her seven minutes to revive him, and then his legs were nearly too shaky to hold him. Finally she left him to bathe his head from a bowl of water and went back to the two women. An injection of stimulant brought life back into them, and within half an hour they were able, totteringly, to claw their way into the heavily perfumed control-room. 
 
     In troubled silence they sat in the pale light looking at Vi as she fingered the wound across the top of her aching head. 
 
     “I suppose,” Chris muttered at last, setting the bowl on one side, “this is all my fault?” 
 
     “No doubt of it!” Vi retorted. “If you hadn’t tried to strangle me I could have landed us comfortably. As it is the ship’s half wrecked and some of the instruments and switches don’t work. We’ve lost the aura compass too and so — Well, God alone knows what part of Venus we’re in. And as for Mueller and Rosy Checks — !” 
 
     She sighed and shook her head, winced at the pain. 
 
    Holding her temple painfully, she left the control-room and went through to the bathroom, returned with the blood removed and a neat plaster in place amidst her blonde hair. 
 
     “I — I just don’t know what came over us all,” Ruth whispered, her grey eyes wide. “You say that I smashed the aura compass, yet I just haven’t the vaguest remembrance of it…” 
 
     “As far as I’m concerned,” Chris said slowly, “I can just dimly remember wanting to kill you, Vi…Only I don’t any more. Sort of madness that got us all, I suppose.” 
 
     “Must have been,” Beatrice added, rubbing her forehead. “Well, anyway, we’ve reached Venus,” Vi said after a pause. “Though whether we shall ever be able to leave it is another matter. No use worrying over our past troubles: I daresay we’ll have quite enough to cope with in the future…Two things are certain: we’ve landed in the Venusian night, and we aren’t far from jungle. In fact, we may even be in it.” Chris gave a sniff. “You mean this queer smell?” 
 
     “Exactly. It’s given off by heavy tropical foliage, I think. My guess is that we hit the mountains — in fact I saw them coming before the impact — and then rolled down a steep slope and probably into jungle. Let’s see what we can discover.” 
 
     Active again, the pain in her injured head slowly subsiding, she went over to the control panel and tried the exterior searchlight switch. To her satisfaction, it worked, but only reflected back a blinding glare from the mist. 
 
     “Nothing visible,” she said, switching off again; then for a while she devoted herself to assessing damage. Finally she said, “Seems as if one neutralizer-screen is badly damaged, but our helicopter screws still work. Temperature is one hundred Fahrenheit, and since that is the night temperature, the daytime is likely to be about three times hotter than the Persian Gulf!” 
 
     Chris, Beatrice, and Ruth began to stir, conscious that life was coming back into leaden limbs, that their brains were clearing of the hangover of space-dementia. 
 
     “Well,” Ruth said presently, “we can’t sit here and wait for something to happen. What do we do, Vi?” 
 
     “I think we ought to have a meal, and then set out and explore. We won’t use the ship for that — too dangerous in the mist, with the infra-red screens broken. We — ” 
 
     Vi stopped and muttered something as she tried a switch on the panel. Chris got up and joined her. 
 
     “Something wrong?” he questioned. 
 
     “Yes. I’d devised a magnetic point on the Ultra's prow. It was arranged so that by wrist-compasses we could have found our way back to base. The crash has ruined it!” Vi compressed her lips and looked round. “This means we can’t explore without losing touch with the ship!” 
 
     For a while there was quietness as Vi thought the problem over. 
 
     “Only one alternative,” she decided finally. “We’ll pay out a reel of cord to the ship for a small initial exploration while we see what sort of a spot we’re in; then we’ll have to patch this old bus up as well as we can. Certainly we can’t afford to lose touch with it, at any cost.” 
 
     “Why don’t we wait until daylight?” Bee suggested. 
 
     “That depends on when it will come, Bee. Night and day are both five weeks in duration, remember. If night has only just fallen we can’t wait over a month for daylight, can we? No, I think we’ll have a meal and then make a short radius prowl outside.” 
 
     The plan decided upon, they acted. The meal with restorative drink revived them tremendously, returned them to practically normal energy. When it was over they changed into tropical kit — shorts, sleeveless shirts, and sun-helmets — equipped themselves with provisions, water, and arms, then Vi opened the heavy manhole air-lock and peered into the abysmal mist swirling past in the light of the ship’s battery-driven lamps. 
 
     “We’ll leave the lamps on,” she said. “The port-holes will shine outside when we make our return trip…Fasten the cord, Chris, please.” 
 
     He nodded and secured the end to one of the stanchions. Vi switched on her torch, stepped out into the mist, with Ruth clinging on to her belt, and began unpaying the reel of slender cord she had in her hands., So, in follow-my-leader fashion, each armed with a cold-light torch and clinging to one another tenaciously, they began the exploration of an unknown world. 
 
     In six strides the lighted port-holes of the Ultra had, vanished in the mist. The darkness crawled with sticky heat and that overpowering scent of heavy flowers. Beneath their waterproof knee-high boots, the ground was loamy and saturated, smothered, too, in a tangled, snaring network of vines and brilliant-hued creepers, all of which looked as if they were actually in the process of growing while they were examined. 
 
     “Jungle all right,” Chris commented. “And dense jungle, too. I just passed a tree, and I’ll swear it was wide enough to drive an ocean liner through its bole. The redwood forests would seem like bull — rushes compared to this lot!” 
 
     Cautiously they continued moving, aware that the heavy air made their hearts pound uncomfortably. That inescapable smell, too, had a curiously dizzying effect upon them. 
 
    “The nights are certainly black in this place,” Ruth remarked, as they paused for a moment with their torches extinguished. “On Earth there is usually some light even on the blackest night-but this is just like pitch.” 
 
    “Because Venus hasn’t got a moon and because the cloud-blanket is about twelve miles thick,” Vi responded, scientific as usual. “That makes for total darkness — ” 
 
    She broke off, plainly startled by something. She felt Ruth stiffen suddenly beside her. Out of the depths there had come a sound — exactly like a low, mocking laugh which faded away into deadly silence. 
 
    “What — what was that?” Beatrice’s voice knifed the quiet. “Vi, what was it? I could have sworn somebody or something laughed!” 
 
    “That’s how it sounded to me, too,” Vi admitted, slowly. “Perhaps some sort of animal — ” 
 
    “It was too human for that,” Ruth objected. 
 
    “Anyway,” Chris muttered, “who’d have a sense of humour like that in a dump like this? Let’s carry on, and see what we can find.” 
 
    Their torches were a relief after the blackness when they switched them on. Still paying out the cord from its reel, Vi moved onwards between trees so huge that it staggered their imaginations when they tried to estimate the height of the things. 
 
    Then there were vari-coloured screens of glorious-hued flowers, clusters of scarlet berries, iron-hard and as big as tomatoes, and a fruit nearly a foot long which resembled a banana. And everything growing, and swelling, and moving. It was a veritable Garden of Eden, but since none in the party knew how much of it was poisonous, they refrained from tackling any of the seemingly edible fruits. 
 
    It was when they paused once more with their lights out — to conserve the short-period batteries — that that mysterious laughter floated to them again. It seemed quite near at hand, in the air somewhere, and came each time the hot breeze stirred the mist. They were all trying to imagine what it was, when more laughter joined it and the sweltering air crawled with satanic merriment. 
 
    “What is that?” Bee shouted, her nerves on edge. “I’ve — got to find out!” 
 
    Flashing on her torch, she swung round and dived into the labyrinth. 
 
    “Bee, you idiot!” Chris, shouted after her hoarsely — then he blundered in the direction she had taken. He tripped once over something; then, afraid of losing touch, Vi and Ruth dashed after him. They caught Beatrice and him up almost immediately. 
 
     “You shouldn’t have done that, Bee!” Chris was protesting, breathing heavily. “You might have got lost!” 
 
     “I — I forgot for the moment,” Bee apologized. “It was just that I thought I might find the cause of that laughter. It seemed to be near here somewhere.” 
 
     It came as she spoke, overhead, and died away again. 
 
     “I wonder if — ” Ruth began thoughtfully; then Vi interrupted her with a horrified exclamation. 
 
     “Great heavens, look here!” She held up the reel of cord in her hand. “The cord’s broken!” 
 
     For a second or so they could none of them grasp the horrible significance of the snapped cord. It was not just a piece of dangling thread they were looking at, but the one link with the Ultra and home completely broken… 
 
     “It — it must be somewhere lying about,” Chris said with an effort. “Let’s look. That must have been what I fell over when I dived after Bee. I suppose I…snapped it! Taking it all round, I seem to be turning into the jinx of this trip.” The others were too worried to take any notice of his words. With torch-beams trained on the ground, they kept close together and studied the loam and crawling vegetation intently. But gradually, inevitably indeed, their positions altered in relation to the spot where the cord had snapped, and their footprints had left no trace in the vegetation. 
 
     Ten minutes — twenty minutes — thirty minutes and they had not found any trace of it. 
 
     “Say, this is frightening!” Chris’ voice was alarmed as they halted at last in a tight little circle. We’re — lost!” Somebody or something laughed — far above them, around them — and the misty reaches echoed with it. 
 
     “This is all my fault,” Bee groaned. “If I hadn’t dashed off — ” 
 
    “Oh, to the devil with your recriminations!” Vi snapped. “You just didn’t think for the moment, that was all; but we’ve got to think now — and hard! if we’re ever to get out of this jungle alive. Let me see. The mist is drifting with a left-to-right movement. Formerly, when we left the Ultra, it was right to left. That means that we have turned round, or else the wind has changed. Let’s hope the former is the case…All right, we’ll turn round and see where it takes us.” Shaken far more than any of them would admit, they went on slowly, with torch-beams flashing, regardless now, in their anxiety, of the mocking laughter floating about them all the time they moved…Then for a moment their worry was replaced by wonder at a curious incident. 
 
     Ruth, following immediately behind Vi, tripped suddenly over a thick vine, splitting it with the toe of her boot. Instead of sap being released, there poured forth a multitude of seeds. The surprising thing was that even as Ruth straightened up and halted the party for a moment, the seeds took root and grew — as fast as the thread of mercury in a thermometer before a hot fire. Within seconds a multi-hued screen of vine was twirling and writhing upwards. 
 
     “Evidently life in top gear,” Vi commented. “If it comes to that, the Earthly puff-ball will sometimes swell a foot in diameter in one night, so in this heat and loam I suppose ultra-fast life isn’t so unique — But come on! We’re wasting time!” 
 
     On they went again, here and there setting more life going as they trod on it. In fact, it only dawned on them with absolute certainty after half an hour’s further vague tramping through the jungle that they were in the midst of a form of vegetation which grew at lightning speed and which possessed seeds instead of sap. From this realization grew another one — that they had built up a screen of swelling, surging plant life all about them. 
 
     “Oh, this is no damned use at all!” Chris declared at last, his voice unutterably weary. “We may be going away from the Ultra, or round in circles. How can we possibly tell?” They were all quiet for a while, baffled, irritated, too, by the eternal mist and the enigmatic chuckling and stir of rampant life clawing its way to heights they could not see…Then Bee spoke, her voice pitched low, half in hope: 
 
     “I say — isn’t it getting lighter?” 
 
     They all switched off their torches immediately, and noticed for the first time a dim greyness creeping over the face of things. Even as they waited anxiously, it strengthened. Things around them began to take on outline, and the mist seemed to be losing its density. Very slowly the grey brightened to white, and with surprising speed daylight had come to the Venusian jungle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER VII 
 
      
 
    Chris wiped the back of his hand over his streaming forehead. 
 
     “Well, thank God for that! Now we can — ” 
 
    He had turned while speaking, and now the words faded on his lips. Now, for the first time, as the hidden sun banished the mists of the night, they could all observe the incredible giantism of the jungle in which they stood. As they had thought, it was growing as they watched it, life crawling in flares of colour up trees of such titanic height that their tops were completely invisible overhead. At ground level their bases were truly of staggering girth. Vines, too, were on the move all the time — thick, ropy things spreading ever-expanding tentacles. 
 
     And the laughter! Chuckling in the hot, miasmic breeze. Laughter from high overhead. 
 
     “Look at that!” Chris cried, pointing. “There’s the laughter!” 
 
     The others gazed up into the tangled foliage, and for the first time saw groups of taut bladders bunched like coconuts, blowing in the breeze. As their drum-taut surfaces rubbed against one another in the wind, that odd deceptive sound of laughter was given forth. It was a revelation which made all save Vi smile in relief. For her part, she dismissed the matter immediately now it was solved and looked worriedly around her. 
 
     “It’s not often I’m at a loss,” she confessed finally, “but I am this time! The trouble is, this isn’t even an Earth jungle where we might possibly get our direction from the moss on the southward side of the trees — or where we might see the stars by night to help us pick our way out. In a jungle like this we’re utterly beaten.” 
 
     “With provisions for about three more meals,” Chris reminded her grimly. “So, what do we do?” 
 
     “Do you think we might rely on — instinct?” Ruth suggested. “Let us go in the general direction of where we think the Ultra is, and trust to luck.” 
 
     “Better than standing here,” Vi agreed. “Come on.” 
 
     They started forward again, smashing their way through the amazing growth twining and surging about them. It was slow, laborious progress, and with every yard they covered the more they seemed to be hemmed in. The heat, too, was rising constantly, sapping at what little energy Chris, Bee, and Ruth still retained. 
 
     Then suddenly, without the least warning, Vi — ahead of the others — plunged to her knees in soft and cloying mud! 
 
     “Get back!” she shouted hoarsely, as Ruth nearly fell in on top of her. “It’s quicksand!” 
 
     She tugged up her left leg quickly, but it sank all the deeper afterwards. Breathless the three on the edge of the morass watched her. Then Chris leaned out with the two women hanging on to him tightly. He waved his hands within three inches of Vi’s outflung fingers. 
 
     “No use,” she panted, as the soft film of mud rose to her waist. Then she stared above her. “Chris — quick! That tree-branch! It might be pliable. Bend it down to me!” 
 
     He nodded and raced for the tree standing on the morass edge at a slight angle. At top speed he scrambled up into it, wriggled out to the end of the long branch stretching over the mud. Then, hanging on to it by his hands and lifting his feet clear of the mud, he forced it down until Vi’s up-reaching hands could grasp it. 
 
     He saw her muscles tense — then, with a terrific effort, she dragged herself free, sucked out of the mud like a fly from sticky paper. Lithely she brought her legs up over the branch and crawled back along it, with Chris behind her. 
 
     “Evidently we’ve got to watch out for this sort o’ stuff,” she said, as they descended into the undergrowth and she smeared the mud from her legs. “I should have known a planet of this sort must have mudflats. Well, this means a detour — Where’s Ruth!” she broke off anxiously. 
 
     Bee, who had joined them, turned to look behind her at the spot where Ruth had been standing. She was not there. 
 
     “Ruth!” Chris bawled, megaphoning his hands. “Ruth! Where are you?” 
 
     From not far away came a faint, despairing cry. Immediately Vi leapt in the direction of the sound, vaulted the nearest bush, then plunged into a clearing. She pulled up short, appalled for a moment, Chris and Bee coming up behind her. 
 
     Ruth was lying helplessly across the face of a gigantic flower, its enormous petals closing gently inwards over her body in a myriad scarlet fingers. 
 
     “Great God, what is it?” Chris gasped, horrified. 
 
     “Carnivorous flower of some sort…” Vi whipped her many-purpose gun from her belt and leapt forward to where Ruth was struggling helplessly high in the air, striving to break the flower’s relentless grip upon her. 
 
     “Get me out!” she shrieked. “It’s drawing me inside it! I can feel it! I wandered near it and it swept me up — !” 
 
     Vi levelled her gun, but before she could fire it, something like the tail of a whip lashed down and coiled half a dozen times round her wrist. It tightened and pulled her sideways helplessly. Savagely she tried to jerk her arm free, but here was a vegetational monster proof against even her superhuman strength. The gun was torn out of her hand, more tendrils coiled round her ankles, then she was swept off her feet and borne high in the air, and hovered kicking and struggling about a yard above the hapless Ruth. 
 
     Chris, his face grey with fright, came running across the clearing, with Bee close behind him. Gun in hand, he blazed away at the vegetation round the base of the horrific plant — then he wheeled as Bee was seized and whirled upwards. His very act of turning was his undoing, for, like cotton round a bobbin, thin tendrils wound round his body and pinned him helplessly against the plant’s huge stem. He fought, he struggled like a madman, but the greenery was too strong for him. 
 
     In anguish he stared upwards. Ruth had fainted now. Half her body had disappeared feet first into the gigantic petalled face of the thing. Beatrice was still fighting, swinging with her hands clamped immovably together above her head. Vi was so enveloped in vine that she could hardly budge-though from the look of strain on her face she was clearly fighting to smash through the ruthless captor which held her. 
 
     Then Chris stopped struggling for a moment at an unexpected sound — the crashing of branches and vegetation nearby. He waited. Vi, too, twisted her head to look expectantly. 
 
     “Somebody or something coming,” Chris shouted. 
 
     If it’s an animal, it can’t be any worse than this devilish thing — !” 
 
     At his loudly spoken words the noises increased, and into the clearing there suddenly burst a man — a huge man with massive shoulders and wearing tom shorts. He had no other covering, his immense chest greasy from the heat and scarred from thorns. His black hair was unkempt, his face covered in a short, stiff beard. On his feet were what remained of heavy knee-high boots. 
 
     He seemed to take in the scene immediately, for his hand jumped to his belt as he hurried forward, a multi-firing revolver in his hand. Training it on one fixed spot in the plant — a bright pink, oval patch — he rained nearly twenty high-velocity bullets into it. The plant gave a shudder and went through fantastic gyrations. 
 
     Ruth was dropped senseless to the ground. The tendrils holding Bee uncoiled abruptly, and she landed feet first in the vegetation. Vi found herself turning a somersault, and finished up on her back with all the breath knocked out of her. 
 
     The man seized the tendrils pinning Chris and tore them away with his great hands. Dazed with relief and wonder, Chris turned to look back at the plant. It was wilting fast, its huge face turning black and its petals shrivelling. 
 
    As Vi got up and went over to help Bee out of the undergrowth, the man turned and scooped up Ruth Dodd like a child. He carried her some distance from the plant to the edge of the clearing and laid her down. 
 
     “Thanks endlessly for what you’ve done,” Chris said gratefully; “but who the devil are you?” 
 
     “Kerrigan’s the name.” The bearded giant held a flask to Ruth’s lips, his big arms behind her shoulders. “Lucky I came when I did, and heard your voice. The Devil Plant would have finished the lot of you otherwise — There!” He smiled through his stubble as Ruth stirred into life. “That better?” 
 
     Her grey eyes gazed at the face above her in fixed wonderment. Beneath the beard she could make out a strong jaw. Then there was a hooked nose and fearless blue eyes. 
 
     “Kerrigan?” Chris repeated, musing. “Great Scot! you mean Commander Kerrigan of the itumen ore-ship? But of course! I didn’t know you, with all that beard on.” 
 
     “Does change the face a bit,” he agreed drily. Then, “All right now, Miss Dodd?” 
 
     She nodded and gave a faint smile, sat up slowly. Kerrigan put his flask away and eased his gun to a more comfortable position in his belt. 
 
     “Just what does all this mean?” Vi asked, coming across the clearing with Bee after they had ended the search for their fallen weapons. “How did you happen on us so conveniently?” 
 
     Kerrigan shrugged. “Just Providence, I suppose. Here — sit down, and I’ll tell you a few things.” 
 
     Vi, Bee, and Chris nodded. Kerrigan squatted in the centre of the little circle. 
 
     “I suppose,” he said, glancing first at Bee and then at Chris, “that you are here to find your little girl?” 
 
     “Yes,” Bee answered urgently. “Is she safe? What do you know about her, Commander? Tell me!” 
 
     “She was safe enough when I made a dash for it.” Kerrigan’s face was grim with reflection for a moment; then it lightened a trifle. “So, you see, it’s no real surprise to me to find you on Venus here. As for me, I’m a fugitive from that city Dr. Mueller’s running. He’s got guards there tougher than anything they had in the United Nations’ War…I decided to make a break for it and try to reach my old freighter — get back to Earth if possible and bring help.” 
 
     “Then Mueller hasn’t taken your freighter?” Chris questioned. 
 
     “No. I’ll tell you what happened. On the way from Luna we were overwhelmed by the number of agents in the smaller machines supposed to be convoying us. Mueller had fixed it so that his own men were aboard them. They are small, atomic-powered, machines capable of immensely long journeys. Between them I stood no chance. They anchored my freighter with magnetic grapples and took me in tow, so to speak, to Venus here. With the rest of my crew I was transferred to one of the smaller machines, where their automatic gravity plates made the journey just tolerable. The freighter was left where it came down — at the base of the Half-way Mountains. That’s the big range running right across Venus.” 
 
     “With which we collided,” Vi remarked grimly. “Go on.” 
 
     “I was told to leave the loaded freighter there for whatever plans Mueller might make,” Kerrigan continued. “Before leaving the spot, though, I noticed — on the pretext of going in and locking the ship’s controls — that the compass on the panel was pointing due south, or, in other words, directly towards Half-way Range. I’ve learned since that those mountains have a lot of magnetic oxide of iron in them, and an ordinary compass points to them as infallibly as on Earth it points to the North Magnetic Pole. So I knew that if I could ever escape I could use my pocket compass, follow it due south, and so reach the mountains. Jungle is not so dense just there, and I thought I would not have much difficulty in finding my ship…See here.” 
 
     From a pocket in his belt he drew forth a small compass and set it down on the clearing floor. The needle swung gently to a fixed point and remained there, stationary. 
 
     “That way lies Half-way Range,” he explained. “Well, I was taken with the rest of my boys to Mueller’s hide-out. It’s a city — a somewhat broken-down one, certainly, but still a city — left behind by some ancient civilization. I believe there is some sort of history attached to it, but I had no chance to ask Mueller all about it. Anyway, he told us that we were to remain captive until he had made certain negotiations with Earth. My colleagues and I were thrown into a prison cell, and it looked like a slow finish for us. I decided to make a break for it — and succeeded. So, here I am.” 
 
     “And when did you see Ethel?” Chris asked. 
 
     “Just before we were taken to our underground prison. Mueller kept us in the city as sort of guests…Or I should say Meuller’s right-hand man did. He himself didn’t arrive until some time after we had been captured, of course, just before this I saw Ethel for a moment or two, leaving a big black space-machine in the city’s main square and improvised space-port. She appeared to be in good health, if it’s any consolation to you.” 
 
     “And when you reach your freighter — if you do — what’s your plan?” Vi questioned. “Go back to Earth? How about fuel?” 
 
     “Just enough in the plant to make it. I didn’t use any coming here, remember. I was towed, which is easy enough in free space where there’s no resistance. Of course, it is a rocket-driven machine, so beyond the initial take-off I require no power. In space, speed, when once achieved, remains constant until the opposite recoil force is applied.” 
 
     “Our situation is deplorable,” Ruth said, as Kerrigan glanced at her. “We’ve smashed up our ship, and we’ve also lost touch with it. Then, on top of that, we had an aura compass trained on Mueller so we could find him — only I broke it up. Just don’t know why! I sort of went crazy out in space.” 
 
     “Dementia?” Kerrigan gave a slow nod. “A very common complaint in the void. We got it ourselves now and again on the lunar trip…” 
 
     They were all quiet through an interval; then Vi spoke. 
 
     “We seem to be going in opposite directions, Commander. We are looking for Mueller, and you are running away from him. We have lost our machine, and will probably find that it is useless for space travel even if we recover it; whereas you know where yours is. Or at least you stand a good chance of finding it,” 
 
     “That seems to me an odd thing,’ Beatrice remarked. “Why didn’t Mueller have it taken to this city of his? Why leave it lying about so you could get at it?” 
 
     Kerrigan’s broad shoulders rose up and down. “Why not? You see, to use a rocket-driven machine like mine means generating an enormous quantity of sparks. By daytime this jungle is drier than tinder. The wet of the night is absorbed by the plants. Starting up the ship might have produced a planet-wide conflagration — whereas, on the other hand, those little ships can’t budge the freighter unless she’s in space. So I presume Mueller had it left there until he’s ready to examine it. He never guessed I’d make a break from his city, and as far as setting this hellish world aflame is concerned, I just don’t care. Or at least I didn’t. The city would have survived anyway, since it’s on a rock plateau, so my boys and Ethel wouldn’t have been hurt…Somehow, though, now you folk are here, and Ethel too, I’m undergoing a change of heart.” 
 
     “Do you mean by that that you will throw in your lot with us?” Chris asked. 
 
     Kerrigan grinned through his stubble. 
 
     “Why not? I think I can find the way to Mueller again. I blazed the trail as I came, in case I lost myself and decided to fall back on the Doctor’s hospitality! Besides, I can save you folk from making a lot of mistakes. You’re on a hell planet, you know, and I’ve had more time than you to get used to its tricks. That plant, for instance” — he nodded towards the drooping vegetational monster — “is a Devil Plant, as Mueller calls it. It and its breed are carnivorous and have a small brain — that pink oval area in the stem. In a word, they think. Normally they live on the tiny animals which abound in this jungle — quite harmless little things, by the way — so juicy Earthlings was an unexpected banquet! In future, watch out!” 
 
     “You don’t have to tell me!” Ruth said, shuddering.” I had sunk to my knees in the awful thing’s face when I fainted. I’d just walked into the clearing here after Miss Brant had saved herself from some quick mud, and I thought what a beautiful flower it was. I went to look at it, and before I knew what had happened I was whipped up and…” She stopped, covering her face with her hands. 
 
     “Quick mud, eh?” Kerrigan looked at Vi. “The mud-flats are another menace. There are whole seas of mud in different parts of this planet. At times, I understand, they get on the move through internal volcanic action…Then there are other dangerous things which I’ll point out to you later. I suppose, you’ve noticed the terrific speed at which these Strangler Vines grow? Life within life, Mueller calls it. He seems highly interested, for some reason.” 
 
     “Come to think of it,” Vi said, musing, “that Devil Plant isn’t entirely unique. Earth has a similar plant, in a rudimentary form, in the actinia, or sea-anemone. Many of the fifty varieties or so that exist are semi-carnivorous, with a petalled mouth and digestive tract like that plant has…” 
 
     The others nodded slowly; then Ruth changed the subject. 
 
     “Commander, apart from trying to find Ethel and uproot Dr. Mueller, we’re here also to discover the prospects for colonizing the planet. You’ve seen more of it than we have, so what is your view? 
 
     “You may be able to do something,” he admitted; “but certainly not until Mueller has been uprooted. He’s in a mighty powerful position, and in possession of a good deal of scientific equipment. How he got hold of it is a mystery to me. Maybe you’ll have better luck than I had in getting him to explain himself.” 
 
     “All I need is to get my hands on him once,” Vi said slowly, clenching her yellow fingers. “I’ve several scores to wipe out. He shattered my Amazonian city and killed my mother at the same time. There are two personal scores I intend to settle. As for his attack on Earth cities with V-10s, everybody knows about that.” 
 
     Kerrigan got to his feet, held down a hand to help Ruth to hers. 
 
     “No sense in waiting,” he said. “This damned vegetation may block the trail if we don’t get moving. Let’s be on our way…We’ve a good distance to cover.” 
 
    So the trek began, with the big, jungle-wise Commander appointed as the new leader. The blaze-marks he had left on the trees were clear enough, and except for ever-growing vines and clogging undergrowth, the party experienced no difficulty in advancing. The worst of their troubles was the terrific heat. 
 
     As the Venusian day advanced, the air quivered with the rise in temperature. Even the breeze was like the breath of an oven, and here, amidst the vegetation, stifling waves of it surged up round the five as they plodded onwards. Several times Beatrice came close to fainting, but restorative from one of the flasks saved her and she struggled on again. 
 
     At times the small animals to which Kerrigan had referred dashed startlingly across their path — little pink-eyed things mostly, like small rabbits. Reptilian life seemed to be absent, as well as large mammalia. In fact, the vegetation seemed to have everything to itself, swaying and surging untamed, making a perpetual rustling, like the waves of a distant sea. 
 
     Kerrigan, the others could not help noticing, spent most of his time helping Ruth. Whether it was because Chris was helping Bee, and Vi needed no help anyway, or whether he preferred Ruth’s company to that of the others, was not clear. Whichever it was, she didn’t resist his attention. He was big and genial and definitely protective. Being a perfectly normal woman on a most unholy planet, she could not think of anything she liked better. 
 
     It was when they were forced to pause owing to the overpowering temperature, that Kerrigan settled beside her. Both of them were greasy, smeared with vegetation juice. On the opposite side of the little clearing Chris, Bee, and Vi lounged, thankful for the rest. 
 
     “You know, Miss Dodd, if this planet could be colonized it would make a superb resort for those in need of extreme warmth,” Kerrigan remarked, stretched beside her, his great, strong-thewed body contrasting oddly with her small, shapely one. “The five-week day here would be just a comfortable holiday for some folk. They could get away before the dampness of the night. Since you’re the owner of the Space Line and I’m one of its Chief Commanders, I feel I can make such a suggestion. Turn the place into a tourist’s Mecca — once Mueller is disposed of.” 
 
     “Yes,” Ruth said, meditating; “I think that’s a fine idea!” 
 
     “Good! Well, half this planet, near as I can make out, is rock, mud, and mountain — and the other half jungle. Across the equator runs Half-way Range, rearing twelve miles into the clouds. God alone knows what tumults rage at those heights, but down here the air is usually calm, fiercely hot by day and warm and wet by night. What oceans there are — and I believe one fringes this jungle somewhere — are sapphire blue because of volcanic sediment. So I heard one of the city guards remark, anyway…What I was thinking was: the rocky regions are open to development. In time, engineers could quell and bridge the mud flats. Only the jungle would remain.” 
 
     Ruth sat up and looked at Kerrigan sharply. “But why? Can’t it be gradually broken down?” 
 
     “‘Fraid not, Miss Dodd,” he said, shaking his head. “As fast as you destroy it, it grows again ten and thirty-fold. It grows and seeds and grows again. It literally lives. I often shudder when I think what might happen if some of these Strangler Vines were transplanted to Earth. They’d tear everything and everybody to pieces. No power would be able to stop them. Even fire and acids won’t do it, for the roots remain underground to sprout and live again…So I’m afraid the jungle will have to stay — ” 
 
     “Great Heavens! What’s that?” Ruth interrupted him suddenly, staring over his supine body with wide eyes. 
 
     He stirred. So sharp was her tone that Chris, Bee, and Vi moved lazily to follow the line of her vision. 
 
     They saw immediately what she meant., What appeared to be a vast tide of liquid white glare was pouring soundlessly towards them. 
 
     “Turn your faces to the ground!” Kerrigan shouted, setting the example. “Quickly!” 
 
     Ruth did not comprehend immediately then she cried out in positive pain as a blinding blaze smote down upon her from amidst the trees and vegetation. For a second or two she had a glimpse of a gigantic sun sailing high in a sky of purest ultramarine blue then, dazzled, she flung her hands over her face and pressed it into the sweet-smelling ground, staring into a sea of floating pink and green spots. When at last Kerrigan touched her shoulder and she dared to open her eyes again, she saw the usual grey-white daylight had returned. 
 
     “All right?” Kerrigan asked her anxiously, and she nodded. 
 
     “The — the sun, of course?” she asked. 
 
     “Yes. At times the clouds break like a canyon and the sun shines down. We’re twice as close to it as at home, remember, and it can play havoc with unshielded eyes. Nature certainly knew what she was about when she gave Venus a dense cloud-blanket as protection.” 
 
     “What a sun!” Ruth whispered. “Worse than when seen from space! As horrible as everything else on this mad world…” 
 
     Kerrigan looked at her seriously and nodded. 
 
     “We can overcome that trouble when colonists come, Miss Dodd. They will all be warned to carry smoked glasses for solar emergency. Like everything else that is new, the sunshine here has to be understood before it can be defied.” Ruth gave a slow smile. “I think we ought to dispense with the Miss Dodd, Commander. On this untamed world it is not so much a case of you being a Commander and myself the owner of the Space Line. We are sort of reduced to primitive issues, don’t you think? We’re just — a man and a woman, with all the social trimmings discarded.” 
 
     “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” he agreed, with surprisingly little reflection. “Funny, really, how circumstances level everybody, isn’t it? My first, name’s Howard, by the way — Howard Kerrigan. I think we — ” 
 
     He stopped and glanced across the clearing as Vi scrambled suddenly to her feet with her many-purpose gun in her hand. What had become apparent to her sharp ears reached the others a second or two later. It was the noise of smashing undergrowth and the crackling of branches. Immediately everybody was standing up, hands holding their guns at the ready, prepared for…anything. 
 
     “Can’t be an animal, Ruth,” Kerrigan said briefly, glancing down at her as she stood slim and watchful beside him. “There are only small ones here. I’ve a strong suspicion that it’s — ” He gave a grim smile. “I’m right! It is!” 
 
     Into the clearing burst four men, travel-stained and dirty. The foremost man was immediately recognizable as Carl Mueller, less immaculate than usual, black hair showing under his upthrust sun-helmet, eyes keenly grey, his complexion, uniformly drab from years spent in laboratories inhaling poisonous fumes… 
 
     There was a second’s pause. He and this three companions, their weapons levelled, stood looking at the five across the clearing. By mutual thought, Kerrigan and Ruth drifted over to where Vi, Chris, and Bee were standing. 
 
    It was Mueller who spoke first — unhurried, smoothly cultured as ever. 
 
     “We can either all shoot at each other and achieve precisely nothing, or we can all put our guns away and behave like reasonable people.” 
 
     Still the impasse went on, then Vi made a signal. 
 
     “We’ll put our guns away, Mueller,” she said, slipping hers back in her belt, then, as the others in the party looked at her in surprise, she added quietly, “Even if we wipe out these four, we have still others to face. And we may get wounded. We can’t risk it as long as Ethel is a hostage.” 
 
     Kerrigan and Chris were the least willing, but even they finally followed Vi’s example. Mueller nodded in satisfaction and motioned to his three toughs in the background. They, like he, holstered their guns. 
 
     “Well,” the scientist commented, coming forward, “I’m glad I caught up with you, Commander. I was rather afraid you’d get away before I could manage it.” 
 
     “But for deciding to cast in my lot with this party here, I would have done,” Kerrigan retorted. 
 
     “Hoping to achieve — what?” Mueller asked, coldly smiling — then, raising his sun-helmet deferentially, he turned to Vi. “Been quite a long time since we last met, hasn’t it, Miss Brant? Last time it was on Luna before the Space Line was born, wasn’t it? I congratulate you on surviving thus far. I really did think I’d finished you off when I fired you to Earth in that V-10. I should have known better. However, now you are here — just as I expected you would be sooner or later — maybe I can correct the mistake.” 
 
     “You expected us to come?” Chris repeated, puzzled. “How so?” 
 
     “I knew, Mr. Wilson — and dear Mrs. Wilson — that you would chase after your daughter, and I knew, too, that you, Miss Brant, would not be likely to stay out of so intriguing a picture if you thought you had a chance of getting at me. So, you see, I relied on human nature and psychology, and here you are! That you, too, decided to come, Miss Dodd, makes the scene complete. I feel I can deal with you so much better here than on Earth, where, unfortunately, my activities would be a trifle cramped…” 
 
     Mueller stood smiling and watching the effect of his words, then, with a backward and upward movement of his right hand, he had his gun levelled again. 
 
     “Disarm them!” he ordered, jerking his head to his companions. 
 
     “Why, you dirty no-account swine! I’ll — ” 
 
     Chris’ outburst was interrupted by Mueller saying: 
 
     “You’ll not do anything, if you know what’s good for you, Mr. Wilson. You have a daughter in my hands, remember. All right,” he added, when every gun had been taken. “Throw the things in the undergrowth. It’s the safest place.” 
 
     Vi’s lips tightened bitterly as she saw her many purpose weapon thrown into the vegetation. 
 
     “Forgive me,” Mueller murmured, when every gun had been disposed of. “It’s just that I like to be sure. Now, what were we discussing?” 
 
     “You were telling us,” Ruth stated deliberately, “that the abduction of Ethel was really nothing more than a trick to get us here.” 
 
     “Ah, yes! I knew you would not agree to transfer the Space Line to me, yet I had to think of an excuse for taking Ethel — so I had that letter given to you, Mr. Wilson.” Mueller gestured. “However, this is no place to stand discussing matters. I’m sure we’ll be much more comfortable at my head-quarters. If you will come this way?” 
 
     The five hesitated. Mueller raised an eyebrow. 
 
     “Do I again have to remind you about Ethel?” 
 
     “Follow out his orders,” Vi said briefly, as the others looked at her. “He’s got all the aces at the moment.” 
 
     Since she set the example by walking forward, the others had no alternative but to do the same. Ahead of the party went Mueller’s three henchmen, their disintegrator-weapons blasting away the all-consuming jungle. Now and again, as Vi walked beside him, the physicist glanced at his wrist compass, and then called directions to the men ahead. 
 
     “I presume,” Vi said, “you have magnetic contact with your city?” 
 
     “Correct.” He looked at her with ironic amusement in his grey eyes. “You know, Miss Brant, it’s odd really that you and I, probably the two cleverest scientists in the Universe, and most certainly the bitterest enemies, should be walking side by side like this, just as though we’re off to a picnic or something.” 
 
     “I see nothing odd about it, Mueller.” Vi gazed straight ahead of her, her exquisite profile elevated. “I just don’t waste my strength and brain until I see a worth-while reason for it.” 
 
     “Good enough policy…” He glanced back towards the others following slowly. “Look here, Amazon, just why do you stay at the side of fools like those?” 
 
     “I have my reasons.” 
 
     “Well, they can’t be sentimental ones, because you just haven’t any. You’re probably the most pitiless woman in history. In that respect we are alike. We’re no respecters of persons. We live only for scientific achievement. Don’t you realize that, between us, burying the hatchet, we could conquer the Universe?” 
 
     Vi strode on lithely and said nothing. Mueller resumed after a pause: 
 
     “You can’t hold my V-10 attack on Earth against me! Don’t forget that you yourself rained atomic bombs on London when you tried to conquer Britain ten years ago. There’s little to choose between us.” 
 
     “On the contrary, Mueller, there’s a good deal!” Vi looked at him in contempt. “I found out long ago the utter loneliness of power for power’s sake — and I don’t like it! There’s more fun in fighting on the side of law and order. As for mastering the Universe, I’ll do it by myself if it is to be done at all. You are a self-confessed descendant of a ruthless regime of extermination, and because of that you deserve — and will finally get — extermination yourself!” 
 
     Mueller shook his head and smiled wistfully. 
 
     “A pity! A great pity! Everything on your side: beauty, vast strength, a marvellous brain, and yet — Well, if you ever decide to become less pious, let me know.” 
 
     “With pleasure, granting you’re still alive.” 
 
     “Or if you are,” he countered; and they let the matter drop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER VIII 
 
      
 
    With rests ever and again for refreshment and brief sleep, the party continued the journey for nearly forty hours — then at last the jungle began to show signs of thinning, and they came to a bare and rocky plateau, flanked in the far distance by part of Half-way Range, the scum of creamy cloud reaching down nearly to its foothills. 
 
     Mueller halted and waited for the others to catch up with him. 
 
     “There it is,” he said, pointing. “My city. Quite extensive, isn’t it?” 
 
     Kerrigan, already acquainted with it, passed no comment; but the others gazed across the base expanse to buildings composed entirely of heavy blocks of black stone. The architecture was somehow medieval, suggestive of long-dead ruins of cities on Earth which have been discovered from time to time. There were streets dividing the rows of buildings, and here and there a black dome towered. Altogether the whole place gave a conflicting impression of both ruin and beauty. 
 
     The survey finished, Mueller led the way onwards again, and in another hour they had reached the first buildings. He led the way inside one of them, along a gaunt, delightfully cool passage, and finally into an immense room. The surprising thing was that three huge fans, electrically driven, were swinging round lazily in the glazed stone ceiling, and there was also a generous assortment of quite normal looking furniture. 
 
     There were divans, arm-chairs, rugs, carpets, cushions, tables — raffia-like shades half lowered over the big glassless windows to lessen the torrid wind blowing from jungle and mountains. 
 
     “As you will observe,” Mueller remarked, seeing the wondering expressions, “I have been quite busy in the past five years. Little by little my Earth agents smuggled necessities to me in the shape of machine tools…However, this is my own room for general purposes. While I have a meal prepared for us, we can all wash and change. I have everything arranged, even to clothes. And rooms are ready for you. That is, Miss Dodd, if you will share with Miss Brant just for now? I will remedy the matter later. You, Commander, had better use my dressing-room for the moment. I trust you ladies will manage with male attire similar to what you are wearing now? Now, come this way.” 
 
     After turning to a panel covered with buttons and giving his order for a meal, he motioned to a door. The party followed him to it. 
 
     Beyond it was a long corridor, down which Mueller strode, pausing finally at yet another door. He swung it open into a wide, well-furnished room, very much like a lounge in a modern hotel, only smaller. 
 
     “From here,” Mueller explained, nodding to doors, “lead bedrooms. One for you, Mr. and Mrs. Wilson, and one for you, Miss Brant — and Miss Dodd. You will find everything you need within them, I fancy. You come with me, Commander…We will meet again in the main room in half an hour.” 
 
    When the party returned they found the meal perfectly laid out. There were fruits, essences, synthetic meat and fowl — in fact, as perfect a meal as any that could have been found in an earthly restaurant. Mueller seated himself at the head of the table and poured out a light wine into six glasses. He was his usual immaculate self now, in spotless white ducks. 
 
    The rest of the party, too, though puzzled as to how the clothes had been contrived, were all attired as became the tropics. 
 
     “Look here, Doctor. What about Ethel?” Beatrice demanded at length. Why can’t I see her? Where is she?” 
 
     Mueller smiled. “You can see her with pleasure, Mrs. Wilson — but not in person…just yet. Look for yourself.” 
 
     Getting up, he went over to the control panel and pressed another of the buttons. On the opposite wall near the table a small television screen flashed into being. In it, as the five gazed at it steadily, was a view of Ethel seated beside a barred window staring outside wistfully. At last she got up from her chair and began to wander listlessly about a small though well-furnished bed-and-living-room. 
 
     “Quite healthy, you observe,” Mueller remarked, switching off and coming back to his chair at the table. “But of course she is under detention.” 
 
     “I don’t quite see how she survived the trip through space,” Vi remarked, setting down her wine-glass slowly. “Dementia nearly killed my party, and even I was under terrific strain. I cannot understand how a child of eight survived so completely.” 
 
     “I gave strict orders for her to be imprisoned in the ship’s hold,” Mueller answered. “That, though pitchy dark, is lead lined, and no cosmic rays could get to her. All she suffered was slight eye irritation, when brought forth into the daylight again, but I soon remedied that. She’s in excellent health now. Knowing her value, I simply couldn’t allow anything to happen to her.” 
 
     “Suppose,” Vi said, fingering the stem of her wine-glass, “we put an end to this cat-and-mouse business? We did it once before on Luna, and I’ve no time for pleasantries. We’re here to wipe you out — if we can — and your object is to finish us. So let’s get down to facts!” 
 
     Mueller smiled. “I’m sure there is no hurry, Miss Brant. Besides, I like to be a cordial host. Now, do let me serve you some fowl?” 
 
     The party protested, but somewhat half-heartedly. Mueller provided each of them with ample helpings, and it was when they began to eat that the five discovered how hungry they really were. 
 
     “Naturally,” Mueller remarked presently, “you are wondering how I manage to run so perfect a service here? It’s partly because I had a lot of material smuggled from Earth, and partly because of natural resources. You see, when I escaped from the Moon before you rained V-10s at it, I had to find a new habitation — and that couldn’t be 
 
    Earth, because everybody was waiting to nab me. So I went a short distance into space with some fifteen of my contemporaries — the pick of the brains, you understand — and we decided to try Venus…” 
 
     Mueller ate for a while and considered; then: 
 
     “We spent six weeks in space altering our vessel so we could have artificial gravity, and therefore infinite velocity, without harmful effect on ourselves. Then we came here — or to this planet, anyway. More by luck than judgment, we happened upon this ruined city. With the few machine tools we had with us, we spent a good deal of time getting it to rights. Then, by secretly returning to Luna and hiding ourselves deep down in its caves, we established short-wave radio contact with our agents on Earth. So our plans grew. Vital machine tools were smuggled to us on Luna — by your Space Line, Miss Dodd! — and those tools were then taken back to Venus here every new moon or so. At that time a ship can escape without anybody seeing it.” 
 
     “I presume that you then did as I did when I built my Brazilian city?” Vi questioned. “You mined the natural ores of this planet and made everything you needed with the machine tools?” 
 
     “Exactly so. I took a leaf out of your own book, as a matter of fact, and bent Nature’s treasures to my will. The mountain range alone contains iron ore, seams of gold and silver, virgin coal…Then the jungle provides the fibre necessary for fabrics and carpets, and some of the trees make first-class timber. Amongst my experts here on Venus are men skilled in every branch — engineering, metallurgy, furnishing, and so forth. Between us, with the addition of a few experts from Earth, we have become most efficient.” 
 
     Mueller took a long draught from his wine-glass and reflected. 
 
     “But there are other meanings to this city,” he resumed slowly. “Though I have made it superbly modem, complete with atomic-power plants and everything needful, it is really a relic of that wandering tribe of brilliant scientists who in their time covered the whole Solar System long-dead ages ago. From records I have found and interpreted, it appears that the race who built this city found the jungle so overwhelming it that they decided to leave it and travel to Earth. They called it the third planet — which in order from the sun is, of course, Earth…The records end there, but I’ve come to the conclusion since that these same scientists erected the city of Atlantis, and, I think, met their fate when an oceanic upheaval overwhelmed Atlantis and all the people in it. 
 
     “I’m pretty sure that the scientists who built the fabled Atlantis built this place, because there are so many similarities to be drawn if you’re interested enough to look for them. I imagine that a gigantic volcanic outburst here overcame the jungle which was clawing down this city, and instead raised it serene on a rocky plateau where no jungle can find foothold. So it remained a broken monument to a mighty race, until I came and restored it.” 
 
     “Well,” Chris remarked, “you’ve got a city, science, the engineers necessary to make life tolerable on a vile planet…So what is your next move?” 
 
     Mueller gave the slightest of shrugs. “Use the Dodd Space Line and keep you people — so liable to trip me up while on Earth — right here! 
 
     “Which brings us back to the beginning,” Vi said grimly. “To your ultimatum, in fact.” 
 
     “True — but with one difference. I now bargain with you on my own ground! I have the power to make you do as I ask, and there are none you can call upon for assistance. Commander Kerrigan here is well aware that I do not make idle threats. For general disobedience of my instructions when they first arrived here, the Commander and his colleagues paid quite a stiff price, didn’t you, Commander? In fact, the others are still paying…an even stiffer price.” 
 
     “He means,” Kerrigan said bitterly, looking at the faces turned inquiringly towards him, “that we were imprisoned in a dungeon somewhere under the city with hardly enough to keep us alive. I told you about that when we were in the jungle. But, Mueller, I managed to escape and — ” 
 
     “The others didn’t,” Mueller interrupted, his eyes hard and bright. “Since that affair I have been compelled to halve their rations and exercise and double the guard. If they die they will only have themselves to blame. My demands of them are quite simple — that they join my little group of people here and swear allegiance to the rule I have instituted. What could be simpler?” 
 
     “I suppose you’ve something similar in mind for us?” Ruth Dodd asked coldly. 
 
     “Maybe — in time. It is of no immediate importance. My chief wish is to have your Space Line assigned to me, though naturally not under my own name. I shall use an alias. As to the disguise necessary when I return to Earth, I have a first-class surgeon here on Venus who has everything worked out for a plastic transfiguration, complete to the removal of fingerprints. That leaves only that aura compass you have trained on me to be destroyed, Miss Brant!” 
 
    “But I’ve — ” Ruth began quickly; then she checked herself. 
 
     Mueller looked back at her sharply from gazing at Vi’s insolent eyes. 
 
     “You have — what, Miss Dodd!” 
 
     “Nothing,” she muttered. “Just something I thought of.” 
 
     Mueller studied her, then, seeming to make up his mind about something, he pressed a button on the underside of the table beside him. A uniformed guard came in presently, and evidently he was aware of what was wanted, for he was pushing before him a curious electrical contrivance on a rubber-wheeled tripod. He stood it beside Mueller and then retired again. 
 
     “This,” Mueller said, nodding to it, “is an invention of my own. It is electrical, and is capable of probing the brain and learning its innermost thoughts. Thoughts really arc, of course, merely electrical impulses with a measurable amperage: that fact was found out as long ago as the ’forties. I wear one of these electroded helmets and the — er — patient wears the other. By that means I can as it were become a partaker of that person’s innermost thoughts…I would like to try it out on you, Miss Dodd, just to find out what you were really going to say just now! I have the idea that it was important, because you stopped yourself so abruptly.” 
 
     “I tell you it wasn’t anything!” Ruth shouted, desperation in her voice. Then she jumped to her feet and slapped her hand hard on the table. “And — and I won’t let you use that thing on me!” 
 
     “Really, Miss Dodd, you are in no position to say what you’ll do. I am the only one with absolute authority here.” 
 
     “Not quite,” Kerrigan said, rising and clenching his great fists. “Lay one finger on Miss Dodd and I’ll break your damned neck, and to hell with the consequences!” 
 
     “Unless I do it first,” Vi added, flinging back her chair as she jumped up. 
 
     “Such commotion indeed!” Mueller reproved, smiling with his lips alone. “Actually, you know, I find this quite amusing…” He pressed yet another button under the table edge, then added, “Just try to move your feet, Commander — or you, Miss Brant. You too, Mr. Wilson, may as well try also.” 
 
     Puzzled, the three did as he asked; and, to their amazement, found they could not budge their feet in the slightest. Vi strained to the uttermost, and lurched helplessly against the table. 
 
     “Magnetism,” Mueller explained drily. “The same sort of thing we use when crossing space, Miss Brant! Prepared for something like this, you know now why I had steel-studded knee-high boots provided in your room for all of you. The steel is the attractor. And the boots have so many clasps you certainly won’t be able to climb out of them without me seeing you do it! So now, Miss Dodd, we come to you. I’ve left you freedom of movement, though at this moment you are standing, like the others here, on black metal plates so cunningly worked into the black stone it’s impossible to notice any difference. Well, Miss Dodd, are you going to finish what you were saying, or — ” 
 
     “I tell you it wasn’t anything!” she shouted hoarsely. Mueller jumped up, his face austere. “And I don’t believe you! You were going to say something about the aura compass which is trained on me…Now speak, before I use other ways!” 
 
     “I won’t speak! I — ” Ruth swung away desperately, but Mueller caught her arm and whirled her back. Kerrigan and Chris strained mightily in their boots. 
 
     “One last chance!” Mueller struck Ruth viciously across the face with the flat of his hand. “I’ve noticed that nobody in this party seems to be carrying the aura compass with which to discover my whereabouts, so I demand to know where it is! Well, Miss Dodd?” 
 
     She held her smarting cheek and shook her head dumbly. Impatiently Mueller turned to one of the helmets on his apparatus. 
 
     “No — wait! Wait!” Ruth gasped out. “Don’t use that thing on me! I — I broke the compass — ” 
 
     Mueller swung, his eyes gleaming, caught her shoulders. “You did, eh? Where? When?” 
 
     “In space.” Ruth was hardly audible as she sank down in her chair. “I went crazy and…smashed it.” 
 
     Kerrigan and Chris looked at each other grimly. Bee sat biting her lip. Vi was standing with both hands gripping the table, bending her legs forward with all her strength. One by one, silently, she could feel the clasps up the front of her boots giving way. 
 
     “Well, this is splendid!” Mueller declared, straightening up and rubbing his palms softly together. “Since you are here, Miss Brant, a new aura compass cannot be made, because you are the only one who knows how to do it, besides being the only one with my aura frequency. That leaves Earth wide open to me when I decide to return there!” 
 
     He turned away to his switchboard, and in that moment Vi pulled both her feet free and crouched for a second — then she sprang at Mueller in a flying tackle, her arms locking round his legs. He crashed over on his face, struggling desperately to free himself from the yellow fingers which suddenly shifted to his throat, the thumbs pressing with ever-tightening tension into the back of his neck. 
 
     “Now, Mueller, maybe it’s time we talked things over in my language,” the girl murmured. “Up you get!” 
 
     Helpless, he was yanked to his feet, his head forced back by the cracking grip she retained on his neck. Chris and Kerrigan, free now of their boots, came over and joined her. 
 
     “Get his gun,” she instructed. 
 
     Chris did so, and though Mueller struggled helplessly, there was nothing he could do. Then Vi released her hold upon him and jabbed the gun in his back. 
 
     “Now, get busy on that switchboard of yours and, have Ethel sent in here quick!” 
 
     Mueller turned slowly, rubbing the back of his aching neck. He moved to the switchboard, but instead of handling the controls upon it, he spun round, arm outflung, and swept Vi sideways. She stumbled backwards, the gun still in her hand. Mueller dived for it, snatched it savagely out of her fingers, and at the same instant she straightened up and lashed out her right fist. 
 
     Mueller reeled, involuntarily firing the gun into the air. It was one of the multi-shot type, and with explosive noise it traced a pitted design straight across the glazed stone ceiling. Then Vi was diving after him again, swept a jab that took him right on the jaw. Helplessly he crashed into the loaded table, went slithering across it and landed on the floor beyond, plates and glasses raining around him. 
 
     Vi followed him up, reaching for the fallen gun, but a voice from the doorway halted her. 
 
     “One more move, any of you, and you’re finished! Stand right where you are!” 
 
     Vi hesitated, looking round into the levelled barrel of a multi-gun. Kerrigan and Chris halted in their tracks, too. The uniformed servant came forward slowly as Mueller scrambled to his feet, fingering his aching jaw. 
 
     “I heard your gun go off, Doctor.” The man glanced at him. “Seems I came just in time.” 
 
     “Serves me right for under-estimating the enemy, and particularly the Golden Amazon.” Mueller picked up the gun and straightened his dishevelled hair. “All right, you can get out now. Everything’s under control.” 
 
     The man nodded and retired. Mueller held his gun firmly and looked at the grim party facing him. 
 
    “This hasn’t done you any good at all, you know,” be commented. “I was quite prepared to discuss matters in a civilized way — but since you prefer to fight with the gloves off, that’s all right with me, too! Let me tell you what I propose: I shall have a deed of transfer drawn up by my legal expert here, and you, Miss Dodd, will sign it — with Miss Brant and Mr. Wilson as witnesses. Then I shall return to Earth and proceed to operate the Space Line in my own way. In return, Wilson, your daughter will be given back to you and I’ll make arrangements for Emerson to get his ores back.” 
 
     “I’m not signing anything!” Ruth snapped, from the table. 
 
     “I hardly expect ready acquiescence,” Mueller retorted. “You will all be imprisoned to help you make up your minds. If you find it so rigorous that death is the outcome, that will be your own fault. You are obviously in need of a little cooling off. Now, you three, put your boots back on again!” 
 
     Covered as they were, Vi, Chris, and Kerrigan had to obey. The current in the magnetic plates held them until, in answer to Mueller pressing a summoning button, the uniformed servant reappeared. 
 
     “Get Harris, Denby, and Clarke,” Mueller instructed. “See that they are fully armed, then take our friends here to Number Six. You know how to handle it.” 
 
     The guard nodded and went off again. He came back with three armed and uniformed men as big as himself. They closed round the party at the table. 
 
     “A few words from you, Miss Dodd, can put an end to all your troubles,” Mueller reminded her, cutting off the power from the floor. “Once I have that signature you will be given freedom in this city and will become guests, though of course I can never grant any of you permission to return to Earth…All right, take them out.” 
 
    Number Six proved to be at the other end of the city — a large cell of solid black stone gained by three flights of steps descending into the underground. In fact, the entire huge edifice in which the cell was situated looked as though it had been originally designed as a prison, even in the time of the vanished race who had once populated the city. 
 
     Without protest, for four strong armed men with multishot guns certainly couldn’t be trifled with, the party was herded into the cell and the solid metal door clanged upon them. The place was not in complete darkness. High in the stone roof was embedded a yellow globe which faintly illuminated the faces of the five. 
 
     “Same sort of cell the boys and I were shoved in,” 
 
     Kerrigan muttered. “Nearly a quarter of a mile below surface. Only we were not even given a light.” 
 
     “Probably we shall lose ours, too, if we remain obstinate,” Chris commented. 
 
     He turned and felt about him along the walls, coming presently to three bunks provided with one thin blanket each and a hard pillow. 
 
     “Enough for the women-folk, anyway,” he remarked. 
 
     “Or I can do without one and you men can borrow it in turn as you get tired,” came Vi’s cynical voice out of the gloom. 
 
     “I’m sort of wondering what you’re all thinking of me,” Ruth Dodd muttered, her white face faintly discernible. “About giving away the truth concerning the aura compass, I mean.” 
 
     “Nothing to reproach yourself for, Ruth,” Kerrigan answered. “There was no other way out. Certainly you couldn’t let that swine Mueller stick that damned helmet on your head.” 
 
     “Well, it’s done, anyway,” Vi sighed, as the others were silent for a while. “Mueller can get to Earth and get away with it!” 
 
     “Don’t forget Scotland Yard is waiting for him,” Chris reminded her. 
 
     “Scotland Yard!” She laughed shortly. “Scotland Yard! With them forced to conform to legal etiquette, how do you imagine they will ever arrest the new Mueller? — for that’s what he’ll be when he arrives there. No fingerprints to prove whom he is, his face and figure entirely altered, his name different, and no aura compass to reveal anything. Scotland Yard may suspect until Doomsday, but by law they will never be able to touch him. As the new owner of the Dodd Space Line he’ll be able to operate it unmolested, and once he gets his hands on it, God knows what he’ll do!” 
 
     “He hasn’t got it yet,” Chris murmured. 
 
     “I’m not deluding myself, Chris. Unless a miracle happens we’ll have to give in to save our lives, and it’s always been my experience that miracles are only created by ingenious human beings.” 
 
     “But even if he did take over the Line it would mean that he’d be found out eventually,” Ruth said, thinking. “The Yard would send out search-parties to look for me. I — I think perhaps we’d beat Mueller in the long run. We’re all witnesses to his statement that he intends to completely change his identity.” 
 
     “That,” Bee said, “sounds like a masterpiece of wishful thinking to me!” 
 
     Vi, apparently not interested in the conversation, turned away and began a meticulous inspection of the black stone walls. It took her perhaps ten minutes, covering every part carefully; then she came back to the four congregated under the single dim light. 
 
     “Solid stone blocks,” she said slowly. “Same sort of stuff that has been found in ancient Earth cities — Luxor for one, and inside the Egyptian Pyramids for another. There is one small ventilator high in the wall on the right of the door there, and it’s admitting quite a draught — a warm one. That shows we are at least in contact with the open somewhere, though it, must be via a tunnel, since we’re deep underground.” 
 
     “Anything else?” Kerrigan asked interestedly. 
 
     “Yes. The draught smells like acacia.” 
 
     “From the jungle then!” Ruth exclaimed excitedly. 
 
     “Maybe, but we can’t crawl through a ventilator tunnel,” Chris objected. 
 
     “If only we still had that many-purpose gun of yours, Vi,” Ruth sighed. “That atomic energizer would soon make short work of this wall.” 
 
     “We can hardly expect Mueller to let us keep weapons about us,” Vi answered drily. “So we’re reduced to our bare hands and our brains. Commander, just what did you do to escape?” 
 
     “I’m afraid the trick I pulled couldn’t be done twice, Miss Brant: the guard would be wise to it. I told our jailer that there was liquid mud bubbling up into our cell. He, knowing, like the rest of us, that a mud eruption is possible at any time on this planet, opened the door to come and investigate. It was dark in our cell, remember. He had his torch, and we sprang on him from behind. Unfortunately, other guards were in the passage outside, and I was the only one who managed to get away.” 
 
     “Through underground passages?” Vi asked thoughtfully. 
 
     “That’s right. The city’s riddled with them. Fortune favoured me because I came up beyond the city during the night, and of course the mist hid my movements. So, with the few spare food tablets and restorative flask I had with me, I set off to find the freighter — and met you folks.” 
 
     “Well, he’s right in saying a trick like that wouldn’t work twice, Vi,” Chris commented. “Doubtless all the guards have been tipped off to be wary of such a stunt. Incidentally,” he broke off anxiously, “I wonder if what we’re saying is being overheard by Mueller? If there is a concealed microphone in here somewhere?” 
 
     “No, there’s nothing like that,” Vi said. “I’ve been over the place thoroughly…What I am thinking — or rather, recalling — is this. The underground workings of cities like Luxor, and theoretically those of Atlantis too, show an immense system of underground tunnels used as ventilating shafts for the city’s lower regions. That seems to me to suggest that these cells are inside the walls of the shafts, and that outside the cells, this one included, there is a tunnel down which air passes from the surface.” 
 
     “Probable; very probable,” Kerrigan agreed musing. “But what good does it do us? These walls are several feet thick, and each block must weigh extremely heavy.” 
 
     “Our starting point, if we are to get out, must be from the ventilator,” Vi decided. “As for the blocks being heavy, there are two of you men here, both strong, and I’m not exactly a weakling myself. Chris, give me a hand up. I want a look at that ventilator.” 
 
     He nodded and stooped his back. Vi climbed nimbly upon it, then stood on his shoulders as he straightened up. The others could dimly see her movements. At length she dropped back to the floor again. 
 
     “The ventilator is a square opening with no slats,” she announced. “I can push my arm right through it into empty space beyond. I wet the end of my fingers and detected a distinct left-to-right draught. That clearly indicates a passage. The ventilator’s about six inches square, with a depth of two and half feet. So of course the blocks must be that wide also.” 
 
     Are you trying to suggest we get through a hole six inches square?” Kerrigan demanded. 
 
     “I said the ventilator would be our starting point, Commander. The blocks are not flush on top of one another, but half over each other. You know the kind of thing I mean. Naturally there’s no mortar or cement. They support each other by sheer weight…” Vi paused for a moment; then, “I suggest that we — or at least I — pull the block nearest the ventilator to one side! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER IX 
 
      
 
    Never having seen the Golden Amazon in action, except for her attack on Mueller, which had only given him an impression of a strong woman, Kerrigan gave an incredulous laugh. 
 
     “Impossible, Miss Brant! 
 
     “I’m not so sure,” Chris said seriously, peering at her in the dim light. “Assuming you could do it, how would you get high enough to have leverage? I certainly couldn’t support your weight all that time.” 
 
     “These bunks are not fastened to anything,” the girl said. “We can put two of them on end against the wall, and you two men can hold them. All I have got to do is stand on top of them, put my arms through the ventilator, and get a good grip on the stone’s edge then, with my knees braced against the wall, I’ll pull. We’ll see if anything happens. Probably it is similar to trying to raise myself by my own bootlaces, but I’ll try anything once.” 
 
     “Sounds crazy to me, anyway,” Kerrigan sighed, but none the less he lent a willing hand to lever two of the bunks into position on end. Then, while Chris and he pressed their backs against the wooden structures to hold them steady, Vi leapt upwards to the top of them, found herself shoulder-level with the ventilator. 
 
     Turning sideways, she thrust both her arms through the gap and clenched her fingers round the edge of the rough stone. With her knees pressed hard against the wall, she paused a moment, summoning up her gigantic strength. Then she pulled — and pulled — and pulled again. 
 
     Those below could hear her laboured breathing, the wheezing of vast effort. For her part, the strain was terrific, but not entirely without result. The massive block, pivoted slightly between upper and lower blocks, which thereby prevented a surface-to-surface resistance, moved inwards by the barest fraction. 
 
     Breathing stormily, Vi jumped down to the floor again.: 
 
     “No use?” Chris asked morosely. 
 
     “All the use in the world!” she answered. “It definitely moved! But I can’t make an effort like that above once now and again. I’ll have to do it at intervals — but one thing is pretty sure: I’m going to have that block on one side before I’m finished!” 
 
     “My God!” Kerrigan whispered blankly. “What sort of a woman are you, Miss Brant? I — I mean, I’ve heard of the things you can do: some sort of talk about an experiment in your infancy giving you the strength, of ten men, but — I thought it was all so much fantasy.” 
 
     “I simply happen to be resourceful,” Vi answered, calmly. “And because of that — ” 
 
     She turned as, with a clang, a metal slide in the door shot back. Vaguely lighted was the face of Carl Mueller. 
 
     “Well?” he asked coldly. “Have you thought any better of your decision?” 
 
    “No!” Ruth Dodd retorted. “And if we die, just how do you propose to get the Space Line transferred to you then? 
 
     “That of course would raise a difficulty,” Mueller conceded. “But I have surprising faith in the law of self-preservation, Miss Dodd. I am sure you will prefer signing away the Space Line — and in your case, Mr. and Mrs. Wilson, being reunited to your daughter — to rotting away in this cell…However, I can afford to wait. At regular intervals you will be permitted exercise, one at a time, in the presence of a guard. You will be allowed to wash and freshen up in the cell at the end of this corridor here — and you men will find razors are provided. Don’t get any fanciful ideas about those razors, either, because the guards have instructions to shoot on sight at the first sign of a suspicious move! I am merely observing the general laws of decency and civilization in permitting you such leniency and also I hope to preserve you in fair condition until you finally see sense.” 
 
     “Mighty good of you,” Kerrigan commented sourly. 
 
     “I shall rely on mental strain to finally break you down,” Mueller added. “Yes, even if I have to use little Ethel to further my aims.” 
 
     “If you touch her — !” Chris shouted savagely — but the metal slide slammed shut in his face. 
 
     “I think that last bit was intended purely as a taunt,” Vi remarked, “just part of the process of wearing down resistance. Don’t let it worry you too much, Chris. We’ve found a way out, even though it is going to take time.” 
 
     But just how much time, even Vi herself had not realized. Days and nights, measured by their electric wrist-watches, kept passing by, and that monstrous block of stone was pulled slightly farther at long intervals. Knowing just how much strain she was able to stand, Vi refused to overdo it. Until gradually, to the eyes of the others, the stone began to jut appreciably into the cell. 
 
     During this period, which drifted into weeks, Mueller came at intervals, becoming more and more irritated by, the flat negation that met him every time. Fortunately, he did not come into the cell. His fear of what might happen to him if he did kept him outside the metal door, and therefore away from observing what was going on. 
 
     Five weeks passed — five weeks of grinding monotony, slight exercise along the corridors, regular coarse meals, and visits from Mueller through the hole in the door. Then in the sixth week his anger got the better of him and he had the light extinguished. 
 
    “Not that it matters,” Vi commented, after they, had all watched the pale glow glimmer down to redness, and then expire. “Two more efforts and I’ll have the stone far enough away for us to get our bodies through. Just as well we are in the dark, perhaps. Nobody will risk coming in here when we don’t answer, in case of a trap. It occurs to me, too, that we can’t be far from the Venusian nights again, which is just what we want.” 
 
     “When we do get out what do you propose to do? Chris asked. 
 
     “First we’ll find Ethel, steal some food and drink, tablets from somewhere, and then set off for Commander Kerrigan’s freighter. We need help from Earth, before we can destroy a set-up as powerful as Mueller’s got here. If of course we should run into a chance to deal with him, all the better. Otherwise it’s as well to know where to stop…Now prop those bunks up! One last try!” 
 
     Chris and Kerrigan up-ended the bunks in the usual, way, and once more Vi climbed to the top of them. 
 
     The task was easier now, with the block so well moved out of position. Clenching her hands round its edge, she heaved and struggled and pulled mightily — again and again, stopping at last, quivering from strain and feeling the space that was left. 
 
     “It’s big enough now,” she whispered. “I’m going through. You come after me.” 
 
     She eased her head and shoulders into the opening, wormed her way through until she felt the stone had ended, and a warm draught was blowing in her face, carrying as usual that sickly exotic odour. Carefully she felt her way over the stone edge, then had to risk falling head first beyond. It was a drop of only about five feet, and she landed unharmed on the dusty stone floor. 
 
     “Okay!” she called, and waited in the blank, crushing darkness for the others to follow. 
 
     One by one they came tumbling out of the opening, the broad-shouldered Kerrigan having the hardest struggle of all — but even he managed it finally, complaining of the abrasions he had given himself. 
 
     “We’ll carry on into the wind,” Vi said. “That must bring us to the open eventually. If anybody stops us we’ll kill them, with our bare hands. Our lives depend on this, and we can’t stop to argue. Come on, Ruth — you hang on to me, and you others on to each other. Here we go … 
 
     She started forward into the blank void, feeling the way with her feet along the tunnel floor and her hand against the wall. Though there was not the vaguest suggestion of a light, they could tell that they were going gradually upwards. 
 
     They had no conception of how long they continued the fumbling, laborious journey through the dark before they sensed a sudden increase in the acacia-odour borne on the wind. In fact, it was several minutes before they realized that the tunnel walls were no longer about them — 
 
     They were in the open! 
 
     “We did it!” Vi whispered exultantly. “And it’s night! Black as the grave.” 
 
     “In that case, Mueller’s city will be lighted,” Kerrigan said. “We can’t see it in this, but we ought to be able to hear it. just keep perfectly quiet for a moment.” 
 
     They were motionless until gradually they detected a, distant throbbing vibration, more felt than heard. 
 
     “That’s it,” Kerrigan exclaimed. “The atomic powerhouses. They always make that noise. Seems to be this way. Come on!” 
 
     Keeping contact with each other, they moved through the mist and dark towards the sound. Beneath their feet was the solid rock of the plateau; about them that perfumed mist that always descended with the night. They had been drawing nearer the throb of power for perhaps half an hour when they realized the rock plateau had gone and instead they were walking on smooth stone. Lights merged out of the pall for the first time, high-swinging globes casting a pale-blue radiance. 
 
     “We’re in the city’s main street,” Kerrigan said. “Now what do we do?” 
 
     “Any idea where Ethel is?” Vi asked. 
 
     “Not the slightest. Mueller didn’t exactly take me into his confidence.” 
 
     “We know where Mueller’s head-quarters are, anyway,” Chris remarked. “The first building at the end of this street. Suppose we find out what he’s doing? If he’s alone we can get him by surprise, and maybe hammer some real information out of him.” 
 
     “Right,” Vi agreed. “Better still, we’ll have a look through that glassless window — or rather, one of the glassless windows — in his main room.” 
 
     They moved on again silently. Twice a uniformed guard merged out of the murk and was obliterated by the mist before he had a chance to see anything. So presently they came to the building where Mueller had his head-quarters. Cautiously they went round to the side wall, to find light streaming out in a fan where the raffia shade was half lowered. Silent, the five peered inside. 
 
     Within, everything was brilliantly lighted in pale blue radiance. In the ceiling glowed a bar-shaped object. Vi recognized it as an improved version of an Earth fog-dispeller, which evidently accounted for the mist encroaching no farther than the window. 
 
     Unfortunately, Mueller was not alone. Six other men were with him — not the square-jawed, brutish type who seemed to comprise the guards, but men of obvious culture and intelligence. It looked as if a meeting was in progress, with Mueller at the head of the long, shining table. 
 
     “What’s going on?” Ruth breathed, puzzled. 
 
     “I’m not sure,” Vi murmured, “but it may pay us to listen and find out…Now keep absolutely quiet.” 
 
     “Everything, then, depends on whether Miss Dodd signs over the Space Line or not?” asked one of the men. 
 
     “Exactly so,” Mueller conceded. “If she does hand it over to me, a lot of our troubles will be ended. I can become undisputed boss of Earth’s only Space Line. Apart from the normal process of carrying freight and passengers, there will be nothing to stop us importing all the machine tools, arms, and people necessary to start a complete conquest of all the planets in the Solar System. The creed for which our fathers fought nobly in the years between ’Thirty-three and ’Forty-five can be revived, to flourish as never before. Control of the Space Line will be the first step in the domination of Earth itself, and all the worlds surrounding it.’ 
 
     “And if Miss Dodd continues to withhold her signature?” questioned another. 
 
     “We cannot have the Space Line, that’s all,” Mueller sighed, sitting back in his chair. “It has to be a perfectly legal transfer, with no question of forgery — so easily detectable these days — or else we don’t risk it. In that event, we shall have to use our second plan vengeance. 
 
     There was a slow nodding of heads, then Mueller glanced across at a small, thin man with a high forehead at the other end of the table. 
 
     “What success have you had with your analysis of the plant life of this planet, Dr. Zeissman?” Mueller asked. “The success of our plan depends a great deal on your findings.” 
 
     “Except in certain cases — the giant trees, for instance — the flora here is utterly different from anything on Earth,” Zeissman replied. “The Strangler Vines, and many of the plants, contain seeds instead of sap — a most remarkable provision of Nature. When the seeds have swollen to ripe size they burst the stem and set themselves. So for every plant ten thousand more sprout. That accounts for the life of this jungle being so dense and always on the move. It explains, too, why it covers half the planet.” 
 
     “And such seeds fired to Earth could take root and grow there as they do here?” Mueller asked, meditating. 
 
     “What the hell’s he talking about?” Chris whispered in the gloom. “What have we stumbled on?” 
 
     “Ssssh!” Vi cautioned. “Listen!” 
 
     “After I have treated several million of these seeds in my laboratory they certainly will take root on Earth, Doctor,” Zeissman agreed. “They’ll require a certain amount of fundamental alteration to fit them for Earth’s climates and soil, but there’s no doubt in my mind but what they will grow there, and at lightning speed. The Strangler Vines especially.” 
 
     “And what about the seeds which these prepared seeds will give off in time?” asked another. “Will they sprout, too?” 
 
     “No doubt of it. The initial treatment of the parent seeds will be transmitted to the successor seeds. Yes, gentlemen, I tell you that once those several million primary seeds settle in Earth’s oceans and soils they’ll take root and flourish at gigantic speed.” 
 
     Mueller rubbed his palms contentedly together and smiled. 
 
     “So you see, gentlemen, either way we shall have the last word! If Miss Dodd does sign the Space Line to me, we use our first plan; and if she does not, we shall use the longer but none the less certain method of firing millions of fastgrowing seeds to Earth in a V-10 rocket. You can picture the outcome! They will take root, expand, and seed again. Over all the Earth, wherever there is soil, these Strangler Vines will grow. We know for a fact that they proved too powerful for the Atlantean scientists to overcome, so certainly Earthly scientists won’t succeed. They’ll tear every city in the world to bits, and nothing will be able to stop them! The roots will remain to grow again. As fast as one lot is destroyed, another thousand million will spring up…Choked seas, crumbling cities, a doomed world, my friends: the world that outlaws us because we had an ideal will be utterly shattered! Then, what few survivors there may be at the end of a year or two can be picked up, and so can begin the formation of our new dynasty.” 
 
     “A splendid plan,” agreed one of the men pensively, “and it will be so subtle in its unfoldment that none will realize the danger until it is too late. But do you think cities will be destroyed? Modem cities of 1970 are made of plastic, harder than cast iron. We know how the raising of the rock plateau here prevented the jungle from completely overwhelming the city.” 
 
     “True enough,” Mueller agreed, “but solid rock plateaux are few and far between on Earth, and I doubt if any single modem city is even built on a rock plateau. Soil is the main basis in every case. Witness the number of parks and open spaces all cities have. I think there’s little doubt that every city will be wiped out, literally clawed down.” 
 
     “You suggest including some of the Devil Plants?” Zeissman asked. 
 
     Mueller gave a grim nod. “In a proportion of about fifteen per cent. They’ll dispose of quite a few would be heroes and heroines who try to stop the Strangler Vines’ progress. The Devil Plants grow from seed like the rest of the vegetation, don’t they?” 
 
     Zeissman nodded. “Correct, Doctor.” 
 
     “I would rather,” remarked another of the men, “that Miss Dodd signed over the Line to us. This plan is so gigantic it may take years to achieve anything out of it, and at the end of it we’ll have to find a way to check the plant’s progress and start reconstructing the Earth to our own design. That is, if there is a way to check these plants? What have you to say, Dr. Zeissman?” 
 
     “Definitely there’s a way! I’ve worked out an electrical formula which can shatter their life completely. We shall be able to clear Venus of all plant life shortly, and prepare the planet for colonization. In the same way we’ll clear Earth.” 
 
     “And is the V-10 to carry these seeds prepared? asked the same man. 
 
     “It is in its cradle,” Mueller told him, smiling. “The electrical firing apparatus is in order, the controls are set. It only awaits the movement of the switch to fire it into space…but of course it has yet to be loaded with seeds. That’s your job, Dr. Zeissman.” 
 
     “I can have it loaded in forty-eight hours if you wish,” Zeissman offered. 
 
     Mueller reflected, and then nodded slowly. “I think you had better do that, yes. I’ll give Miss Dodd one last chance, then if she still refuses I do not propose to wait any longer…” He got to his feet. “Well, gentlemen, that concludes the meeting. Now I think we could all do with a drink.” 
 
     Silently Vi and the others moved away from the window and stood near each other in the misty dark. 
 
     “Looks as if Mueller’s plot goes a good deal deeper than we thought,” Chris said grimly. “And just how can we stop it? We can’t fight this entire organization.” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Vi agreed, thinking. “Certainly Mueller is running true to form — and he’s right, you know. Those plants can wipe out all Earth’s civilization if they ever take root. I wonder if there is any possible way of destroying this V-10 which he says is ready? Or at least of altering its controls so that it will never reach Earth?” 
 
     “Even if that be possible, he’ll build another one in time,” Ruth objected. 
 
     “In time, yes — but every minute gained is of advantage. It gives us room in which to turn round.” Vi seemed to make up her mind suddenly. “We’ve got to locate this V-10 somehow. One of the guards should know where it is. Let’s see if we can find one.” 
 
     They followed her as she turned into the mist and retraced the way to the main street, but throughout the entire length of it they failed on this occasion to encounter anybody. 
 
     “All right,” Vi said grimly, halting. “We’ll stand here and wait for one. Bound to be one sooner or later. And leave this to me,” she added. 
 
     They withdrew against the wall of one of the buildings. Five minutes had scarcely passed before there came the sound of heavy boots on the roadway. Vi straightened up immediately, listening — then, as a looming figure merged through the fog, she dived upon it from behind, clamping her hands over the mouth to stop any sound. 
 
     Utterly unprepared, the man stumbled over on his face, struggled fiercely, then desisted as the girl’s hands closed round his throat. 
 
     “No noise!” she cautioned. “Otherwise I’ll break your neck. I want some information from you. Where’s the V-10 site?” 
 
     The man struggled again, coughing and gasping as the fingers dug into his throat. 
 
     “I’m going to let you get up and speak,” the Amazon murmured. “If you so much as shout or try to draw a weapon I’ll kill you! And you know I can do it. Up you get!” 
 
     She transferred her hands to his tunic collar and whirled him to his feet. Dimly under the high street lamp she could descry that he was big and bulbous-nosed, a weapon in his uniform belt. Hovering in the shadows stood Chris, Kerrigan, Bee, and Ruth, all ready for any action needed. 
 
     “How’d you get out of that cell?” the man asked blankly. 
 
     “Never mind that. Answer my question. Where’s that V-10 Mueller is intending to fire to Earth?” 
 
     The man hesitated, then he jumped at a back-and-forth slap across the face. 
 
     “Hurry, you damned fool!” Vi breathed angrily. “Time’s mighty short!” 
 
     “If Mueller finds out I’ve told you where — ” 
 
     Vi seized his arm and bundled him forward. “Never mind, Mueller! You’ll do as I say for the moment. Take us to it — and if you make any attempt to lead us into a trap, God help you! Now go on!” 
 
     She whipped his gun from his belt and dug it in his back. With a helpless gesture he walked on through the mist, away from the main street presently and into the night-shrouded gloom of the plateau surrounding the city. Obviously he knew his way intimately, for he never once hesitated until he came to a dim blue light merging out of the mist. Then he suddenly shouted with all his power. 
 
     “Look out ahead! The Golden Amazon!” 
 
     Vi looked up sharply, her jaw set. Her fingers snapped the gun-switch, and the guard went down with a scream of anguish as bullets tore through his body. Ahead in the fog was the sound of hurrying feet. Figures loomed out of the gloom. 
 
     Kerrigan met the first man with a mighty right-hander to the jaw that sent him spinning to the rocky ground. Vi beheld another racing towards her. She fired point-blank and saw him fall. A third and fourth came into view. 
 
     Chris went down before a smashing upper-cut. Vi measured the distance of the man sweeping upon her from the murk. She flung out her foot and tripped up. Whirling round the butt of her gun, she delivered a blow on the back of his neck that clicked horribly. He sank back, dead. The remaining man who had knocked out Chris hesitated — then Kerrigan was upon him, dragged him over backwards, slamming his fists into him with all his strength. The man groaned, fell to the ground, and was silent. 
 
     “Rough while it lasted,” Chris muttered, getting up and fingering his jaw. 
 
     “I don’t want to use this gun too much,” Vi said. “It may be useful to us. Well, now that’s disposed of, let’s see what’s going on.” 
 
     “Just a moment before we do,” Kerrigan said. “What about these men here? If we leave them lying about like this they’ll recover — or some of them will, and tell Mueller that we did it. Don’t want that if we can help it.” 
 
     “Sound thinking, Commander,” Vi approved. “Well, it’s easily settled, though I did want to preserve my gun.” 
 
     She turned to the two men who still lived, levelled the gun at each of them in turn and fired. The others in the party glanced at one another in vague discomfort. Vi put the gun in her belt and smiled wryly. 
 
     “Yes, I know what you’re thinking — that these swine should have a chance to defend themselves. Why? when it’s them or us for it? Now for the ‘evidence.’” 
 
     Stooping, she pulled the guns from the belts of two of the men, fired off a few charges, then stuck the guns in their hands. 
 
     “Nobody to tell the tale of what really happened,” she explained. “It’ll just look as though these beauties had a fight and wiped each other out. Now, where’s that V-10?” 
 
     They moved to the point directly under the swinging blue light, and came suddenly upon a huge cradle-like device pointing at forty-five degrees angle into the air. Within it lay the gleaming, torpedo-like outline of a V-10 projectile, the controls and fins in the base, and the nose open to the sky, presumably awaiting the seeds which had yet to undergo treatment in Dr. Zeissman’s laboratory. 
 
     Vi began to prowl round the apparatus, halting presently beside a switchboard covered with radio devices and a main make-and-break switch. 
 
     “Same old set-up,” she proclaimed. “The moving of this master-switch generates the current which touches off the power motor inside the projectile. From that the rocket has its initial take-off; then the atomic motors automatically take over. The rest is merely prearranged setting of the controls to guide it to its destination. I think we might — ” 
 
     She broke off, tensing. Then she swung round urgently. 
 
     “Somebody coming! Get away from here quickly! 
 
     The others joined her, and all together they melted into the mist away from the V-10 site. Voices reached them presently out of the murk. 
 
     “There were shots of some kind, Doctor; I heard them. Great God! there seems to have been a fight of some sort!” 
 
     “Can’t trust these damned guards together for five minutes,” came the impatient tones of Mueller. “Some sort of quarrel, I suppose. They’ll have to be replaced…” 
 
     Silently Vi and her party moved out of earshot. 
 
     “Can’t afford to tackle Mueller just now,” she murmured. “We’ve only one gun between us, and we don’t know how many men he’s got with him. I forgot the noise of the shots could be heard in the city.” 
 
     “What’s next, then?” Chris asked. 
 
     “Return to our cell if we can, and offer to let Mueller have the Space Line! 
 
     There were gasps of amazement. 
 
     “Have you gone completely crazy, Vi?” Beatrice demanded. 
 
     “No. If we don’t transfer the Line to Mueller he’ll be. firing off those seeds in forty-eight hours. You heard him say so. A fresh lot of guards will be put round this V-10, and it isn’t an easy thing to destroy. So our best way is to delay matters by letting Mueller think he’s won; then we’ll think out what has to come next…Wonder if we can find our way back to the cell? 
 
     “I think so,” Kerrigan replied, “though for myself I’m all for staying above ground now we’ve once got here — ” 
 
     “We don’t want Mueller to suspect!” Vi interrupted him. “Don’t you see? Let him get out of the way — away from Venus altogether — then we can move freely. None of the others have his skill. Besides, I want a word — by force or otherwise — with that Dr. Zeissman. He says he has an antidote for this mad jungle life, which is just what we want, too, if we’re ever to colonize this place.” 
 
     “We came out to the north of the city,” Kerrigan resumed. “With a bit of luck we may find the opening again. North is this way,” he added, peering at his illuminated compass. “Follow me…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER X 
 
      
 
    From the throbbing of the city the party realized that they were passing round it in a wide detour. Then after a while Kerrigan stopped suddenly and stooped to look at the dim ground at his feet. 
 
     “Mud!” he ejaculated. “Warm liquid mud! Feel it!” 
 
     The others had hardly noticed the stuff in which they had been walking, so intent had they been on following Kerrigan, but now they realized they were ankle deep in warm slush with firm bedrock beneath it. 
 
     “What’s it mean?” Vi asked sharply. 
 
     Kerrigan straightened up and considered. “Somewhere to one side of us is the jungle, and beyond it the mountain range,” he said. “It’s from the base of the mountains that the mud occasionally flows, going across the jungle to do it. That’s why the jungle abounds in mud flats which arc really residues of these periodic flows. Beyond Half-way Range, I understand, is a literal ocean of liquid mud, dammed back by the mountains themselves. In fact, the whole mud ocean is in a vast Venusian crater. When it gets active the mud is agitated and forced through myriads of cracks, chasms, and fissures in the range, to flow forth this way. The mud, obviously, is the outcome of volcanic activity. If it doesn’t get any worse it will dry up and there will be no more trouble. If the opposite happens the mud level is liable to rise behind the mountains, and a veritable deluge of it may plunge through the jungle towards the city — and us.” 
 
     “That’s a nice thought,” Chris muttered. 
 
     “One of the joys of an untamed planet,” Kerrigan sighed. “The whole infernal place is undermined with volcanic mud, really. It wants throttling back by engineers and proper outlets creating. When we take over — if we ever do — that’s one of the first jobs to be done.” 
 
     “And Ethel’s somewhere in the city,” Bee said worriedly. “If there should be an eruption she’ll be caught in it, and — ” 
 
     “If there’s an eruption, Bee, we’ll all be caught in it,” Vi broke in. “That being so, we’ll have to trust to luck and hope for the best. Carry on, Commander, and let’s get back to our cell before Mueller discovers we have gone.” 
 
     He resumed the advance through the slopping, slowly moving oose, and the others held on to him, squelching in the rear. To know that the opening to the underground lay to the north was one thing; but to find it in the abysmal reek and dark was another. It seemed hours to all of them before Vi suddenly tripped over a steep bank and then went rolling down a slope. 
 
     “It’s it!” she cried, scrambling up again and feeling quickly at stone wall. “If it’s not the same one, it is at least an underground vent. Come on!” 
 
     Still clinging together, they went down into the depths, into that solid Stygian dark that had not the least vestige of light. As they went they felt the walls carefully, the only way in which they would be able to find the opening through which they had come. 
 
     None of them spoke as they groped their way along. They were obsessed by too many thoughts — in particular the thought of the mud suddenly being released in all its fury and rolling down into this underground in a smothering, suffocating flood. Each of them — even Vi — discovered that they were half tensed all the time, expecting to hear the sound of mud rumbling after them. 
 
     But nothing happened, and on they went. 
 
     Fortunately the tunnel had no branch turnings, and it was evidently the same one by which they had travelled earlier, for presently Kerrigan’s outstretched hand discovered the oblong hole in the wall that gave into their cell. He stopped, muscled himself up, and the others could hear his wheezing and puffing as he forced his great body through the narrow space. 
 
     At length he called out for them to follow him, and one by one they did so, dropping back into the sepulchral gloom of their cell. It was only the work of a moment to put the bunks back in their rightful places. 
 
     “Do you suppose Mueller will notice this moved stone?” Bee asked out of the darkness. 
 
     “He’ll never come in here, Bee; don’t you forget it,” Vi replied. “Too afraid of what will happen to him. No, the fates have been good to us. We know just what he’s up to, and our job is to fix it so that he walks into a trap. Just do as I advise. I know what I’m doing. All we can do now is wait for him to come — unless he’s been already and is wondering what has happened to us…” 
 
    As it happened all of them had time for a long rest — even a sleep, as far as Bee and Ruth were concerned before there were sounds in the passage outside and the metal slide shot back in the door. Against the all surrounding dark Mueller’s dimly lighted face hovered. 
 
     “Learned any more sense yet?” he enquired. “Or do you enjoy being shut in the dark in here?” 
 
     Vi nudged Ruth as she got up from the bunk. 
 
     “I’ll — I’ll sign that Line over to you, Doctor, if you’ll keep your word,” she said haltingly. 
 
     “You will?” Mueller sounded pleasantly surprised. “Well, I’m glad to hear that you can be sensible when it comes to it. And what do you mean by me keeping my word?” 
 
     “You promised that if I signed the Line to you we could have Ethel back and Mr. Emerson would have his ores returned — ” 
 
     “Not that,” Vi whispered tensely. “We want that freighter!” 
 
     “Oh, you can have that little brat with pleasure,” Mueller responded. “In fact, I’ll be glad to be rid of her: she’s becoming a nuisance. As far as Emerson is concerned, I’ll deal with that as and when I deem fit.” 
 
     He closed the slide, and a moment later there was a sound of a key rattling in the door. Bethinking herself quickly, Vi snatched the gun from her belt and hid it down the leg of her high boot, then, with hands raised slightly, she followed the others out into the glare of torches. So, covered relentlessly, they were conducted once more to the upper world, and finally into Mueller’s head-quarters. Here they were motioned to the big table, and the guards took up positions against the walls, maintaining a steady vigilance. 
 
     Mueller went across to a telephone on the wall and raised it. 
 
     “Warton?” he asked. “Send in that Deed of Transfer for Miss Dodd to sign, will you? Yes, she’s made up her mind.” 
 
     Mueller hung the phone back and came over to the table, settled himself at the head of it. He smiled at the five grim faces turned towards him. 
 
     “You’ll have no reason to regret this, you know,” he said. 
 
     “It simply means that I shall run the Space Line instead of you. In return you will be allowed comparative freedom of action — notice I say comparative — and that brat of yours will be back with you, Mrs. Wilson. The only drawback from your point of view is that you will have to stay on Venus here indefinitely.” 
 
    None of the party spoke. Mueller shrugged and relaxed; then presently an elderly man — one of those who had been present at the general meeting — entered, carrying a document in his hand. Without a word he laid it on the table before Mueller. 
 
    “My legal expert, Mr. Warton,” Mueller explained, nodding to him. “I like everything above board, you know. Mmm, excellent!” he added, studying the document’s details. 
 
    “Miss Dodd will sign here as the transferee,” Warton said, tracing along a line with his finger, “and Miss Brant and Mr. Wilson, as chief officials of the Line, will sign here as witnesses.” 
 
    “And this will be absolutely legal proof of my possession of the Line?” Mueller questioned. 
 
    “Absolutely. In the name of Garvis Dean. Not a court on Earth would be able to dispute the validity of your claim.” 
 
    With a nod Mueller laid the document in front of Ruth, seated next to him. He handed her his stylo pen. 
 
    “If you will be so good, Miss Dodd — and I’m sorry to cause you such heartache. Business is a ruthless master, is it not?” 
 
    Ruth hesitated, then, watching Vi’s eye, she took the stylo pen and signed deliberately. Vi and Chris followed suit, and the document was handed back. Mueller smiled contentedly. 
 
    “Splendid! You take this document for now, Warton, and I’ll take it from you when I leave for Earth.” 
 
    Warton nodded, took the deed, and went out. 
 
    “Now what about Ethel?” Chris demanded. 
 
    “Of course.” Mueller glanced at one of the guards. “Fetch that child in here, right away.” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor.” 
 
    “You surely didn’t think that I wouldn’t keep my part of the bargain?” Mueller asked in a hurt voice. 
 
    “I’d as soon trust a puff-adder!” Chris retorted. 
 
    Mueller grinned amusedly, then he turned as the door opened and Ethel was brought in. Immediately she broke free of the guard holding her hand and dashed over to her mother. The party looked on at the embraces and kisses, the tears in Bee’s eyes as she hugged the child to her. 
 
    “Very touching,” Mueller commented, rising. “I’m sure you will have ample time to cement the reunion. Now, if you will come with me, I will return you to your rooms. And remember — you are covered as you go!” 
 
     Soon they were back in that big, lounge-like room with the doors leading off it. 
 
     “I have added a room in the interval for both you, Miss Brant, and you, Commander. I am sure you will all be happy here — and you, Commander, should feel grateful that I have decided to include you in this little party. Your friends, the crew of the freighter ship, do not need to be bothered about any more, you know. They chose the hard way out.” 
 
     “Do you mean you killed them?” Kerrigan demanded, horrified. 
 
     “I haven’t told you this, Commander, but I may as well tell you now. After you escaped they tried second break, and unfortunately for them it didn’t succeed. I can assure you that the interplanetary burial rites were duly performed.” 
 
     “You murdering swine! For two pins I’d — ” 
 
     “Oh, come now, Commander, why should you worry?” Mueller shrugged. “You have every comfort here, and will continue to have, apart from the restriction upon movement. I have kept my word; but I warn you that any attempt at causing trouble while I am away will result in your deaths! Every guard here has strict orders to shoot without question at the least sign of suspicious activity. Just behave normally, and everything is yours — food, shelter, all you could wish. When I return from my Earth trip perhaps you will be in the mood to discuss a little plan I have in mind. It concerns the swearing of your allegiance to me. But that is for later…Now, if you will forgive me I really must go. I have a date with my plastic surgeon.” 
 
     The solid copper door closed and the lock clicked significantly. 
 
     Chris turned slowly and looked at Vi. She met his questioning glance. 
 
     “We can’t do anything immediately,” she said. “And in fact we don’t need to. That plastic operation won’t be accomplished under twelve hours at the outside. That gives us time to get our bearings. First, let’s see how we’re fixed. Help me look for any concealed microphones.” 
 
     They all turned immediately to the task, even young Ethel. The big living-room and every bedroom was searched meticulously without revealing anything. Finally they returned to the living-room and gathered in a group again. 
 
     “Nothing of that nature, anyway,” Vi said. “Hardly any reason for it, anyway. As far as Mueller knows, there is nothing we can do now to help ourselves.” 
 
     “Maybe he isn’t far wrong either,” Bee said bitterly. “I’m still wondering if we did the right thing.” 
 
     “You got Ethel back, didn’t you?” Vi gave her a steady look. “There was no other way of doing it and we haven’t come to a dead end yet, don’t you think it!” 
 
     She strode over to the window, raised the raffia blind, and looked outside. Two armed guards came to attention immediately, hands on their guns. With a wry smile she dropped the shade back and returned to the centre of the room. 
 
     “Everything’s guarded all right,” she commented, thinking. “We can take it for granted that every door and window is similarly watched. That being so, we’ll do nothing for the moment — beyond maybe have a meal, a wash, and a good rest. We’ll be able to think better afterwards.” 
 
     She turned, looked for a button on the wall, and pressed it. After a while a slit two feet long and six inches wide appeared high in the copper door, a guard looking through it. 
 
     “A meal for all of us,” Vi ordered. “And make it a good one!” 
 
     The slide slammed shut again. When the meal arrived ten minutes later, it was handed in on trays through the slit and the door was made invulnerable again. 
 
     There were many meals after that before Vi seemed inclined to go into action. Judging by the wall chronometer they spent two days and “nights” in their rooms, resting or talking, before Vi grew restive. Then as “breakfast” was handed through on one occasion she asked the guard a question. 
 
     “Has Mueller gone yet?” 
 
     “He went twelve hours ago. Why, what does it matter to you?” 
 
     “Just wondered,” Vi answered casually — and the slide closed. She returned to the others and set down the loaded tray on the table. “You heard?” she asked. 
 
     They nodded. She straightened up, pulled the gun from down her boot and thrust it in her belt. 
 
     “In other words,” she said, “the guiding brain is on his way and left us to ourselves. We’ve a handful of scientists immersed in their particular work, and a small army of thugs between us and freedom.” 
 
     “I don’t quite get it,” Ruth said, puzzling. 
 
     “Then I’ll make it simpler. The only way to destroy Mueller is to get him separate from this scientific panoply — get him where he’s alone, cut off from everything, and then destroy him! He’s gone into space, probably alone, or at the most with two or three companions. If we can overtake him we can obliterate him before he reaches Earth. It will take him six weeks going at maximum, and he probably won’t go at that speed since he has no need of hurry.” 
 
     “What are we going to do? — follow him?” Bee asked. “If we can, yes. But we’ve work to do here first. I want to wreck that V-10 site, and I also want the secret of plant destruction from Dr. Zeissman.” 
 
     “Forgive me, Miss Brant, but aren’t you getting a bit ahead of yourself?” Kerrigan asked. “Between us and my ship — and I presume you are aiming at my ship, since yours is lost — there are several miles of dangerous jungle, and right here in the city everybody is waiting to pick us off. On top of that, Mueller may have moved that freighter now he’s intending to give Emerson back his ores.” 
 
     “Unlikely,” Vi responded. “He’ll establish the Space Line first, I fancy. Anyway, I’ve evolved a little scheme for getting out of here, and I don’t see any reason why it shouldn’t work, just a moment.” 
 
     She went back into her bedroom, and returned presently with a curious electrical contrivance of wires wound round small bobbins and having two metal ends with wires attached, rather like electrodes. 
 
     “Rough and ready, but effective,” she said. “Actually it is the lighting equipment from the ceiling in there. These globes here — like those at home, and which I created myself in the first place, and therefore know all about them — are cold-light. Positive and negative electrodes; the spark passing from one to the other through a specially prepared gas produces light without heat. Rather like a great improvement on the old-time neon tube. That doesn’t concern us, though. The point is that the voltage passed through has to be in the region of five thousand volts instead of the old time low-powered lamps of two hundred and fifty or thereabouts. What I propose is this…” 
 
     She hurried across to the door, thrust one electrode into the narrow keyhole and the other between door and frame, so that it actually rested on the shaft of the lock itself. Then, paying out wire as she went, she walked backwards into her bedroom. 
 
     “Everything checks up,” she said, emerging again. “I’ve managed to extract just enough wire for the job, too. They go right back to the main cable in the dismantled light-unit. When I close the switch on my bedroom wall the current will try to leap the gap from positive to negative — in other words, from lock-hole to hasp. The hasp itself, being copper like the door, will carry the current, and unless I’m very much mistaken, be destroyed in the sudden terrific surge of energy. At the same time that copper door will become electrified should anybody start to investigate.” 
 
     “How much noise will it make?” Bee asked. 
 
     “Scarcely any beyond a sizzling. That’s why I’m doing it. But for the noise attracting attention I could have shot the guard who brings our meals, or those louts who persistently hover near the window over there. Now to something else.” 
 
     She climbed up on the table in the middle of the room and reached up to the fog-consuming apparatus. Using the butt of her gun, she smashed through the slender casing and put the unit out of commission. Almost immediately the air began to take on haze as mist drifted round the edges of the drawn shade at the window. 
 
     “Smoke-screen, eh?” Chris asked with a grin. “Mother Nature’s?” 
 
     “All helps.” Vi jumped to the floor again. “There is also the possibility that destroying this unit may have short-circuited the others throughout the building. If so, mist will collect rapidly, which is just what we want.” 
 
     “Isn’t it also possible then that when you throw the switch for this current you’ll short circuit all the lights as well?” Kerrigan questioned. 
 
     “Highly possible. In fact, that’s what I’m hoping for — but in the split second before that happens the lock will be destroyed. We’ll know quick enough by this light up here what we’ve done — whether all lights have gone, I mean. If it doesn’t go out, don’t touch that door at any price: it will be highly dangerous. Just leave me to handle it.” 
 
     Vi paused and looked at each one seriously in turn. 
 
     “I want it to be clearly understood what we are doing,” she said. “Once I throw that switch it is all or nothing! If the scheme fails, it may cost every one of us our lives. If it succeeds, we don’t stop until we see the white cliffs of Dover floating up out of space. You understand that, all of you?” 
 
     They nodded, silent and earnest. Beatrice drew Ethel more closely to her and held on to her hand. Vi looked down at her with a faint smile. 
 
     “Whatever happens, Rosy Cheeks, you cling on to your mummy,” she instructed. “We’re going to do a lot of rushing about. See? 
 
     “Yes, Aunty Vi. Will it be exciting?” 
 
     “Very probably,” Vi agreed drily, then she took her gun out of her belt and strode to the bedroom. “Here we go! Get ready…” 
 
     She reached inside the doorway of the room and pressed the switch. Immediately there was a blinding blue flash from the main doorway, forcing all of them to jerk their eyes away sharply. A gush of smoke came puffing forth. Vi waited, her jaw set. She glanced at the ceiling where light still glowed through thickening mist. 
 
     “Evidently not a series circuit,” Kerrigan said. “Each unit must be wired individually…” 
 
     He strode towards the door, but Vi whirled him back. 
 
     “I said leave the door to me!” she commanded fiercely; then she swung back to it as there was a gasping howl of anguish and the beat of heavy feet on stone flooring. 
 
     “The guard,” Vi said. “He’s got what you’ve missed! Now be careful!” 
 
     From her shirt pocket she took a length of thickly rubbered cable — presumably from the light-socket — and looped it through the door handle carefully. Then, she pulled forward sharply. The door came slightly inwards, and then swung back again as the dead guard outside still hung electrified to it. 
 
     “Why not switch off the current?” Chris asked, glancing back towards the bedroom. 
 
     Vi shook her head. “Too dangerous. It might short circuit back through the switch and kill me. Only, one way — this!” 
 
     She gave the door a really mighty heave, and it came inwards properly with the guard clutching the handle with claw-like fingers. Then avoiding him and the door by several inches each of them crept out into the corridor. 
 
     “Only this fellow out here evidently,” Vi said, glancing up and down. “And since we’ve made hardly any noise nobody suspects…” 
 
     The corridor was misty. Evidently the failure of the fog-dispellers had not been noticed yet. 
 
     “Wonder how we get hold of Dr. Zeissman?” Vi murmured, frowning. “Seems to me we’ve got to find a single guard somewhere and ask him. That means outside. Come on!” 
 
     Gently, making no sound, they headed towards the wide doorway which gave on to the open — then they paused suddenly as a door further down the corridor opened and a guard emerged, his back to them. There was no time to conceal themselves. They waited tensed and breathless. 
 
     “Mummy,” Ethel asked, “what do we — ?” And the guard whirled in amazement, his hand at belt. 
 
     At the same instant Vi streaked down the corridor, driving up her right fist as she went. The guard took the blow on the jaw and hurtled backwards against the wall, his gun clattering from his hand to the stone floor Chris followed silently and picked it up as Vi covered the man with her own borrowed gun. 
 
     “Where do we find Dr. Zeissman?” she demanded. “And get up!” 
 
     The man looked uncertain, then, as Vi jabbed the gun in his ribs, he nodded down the corridor. 
 
     “In his laboratory — first turning on the right. First door.” 
 
     “Go ahead of me,” Vi ordered. “And don’t make the mistake of trying to shout a warning, or I’ll blow your back in. And keep your hands up!” 
 
     He obeyed and walked forward down the deserted corridor. He shot an amazed glance inwards at the room the party had vacated and the vision of his dead colleague in the slowly thickening mist beyond; then he turned right at the next corridor and nodded to the first door. Vi nodded and tested it gently. It opened easily at her touch. 
 
     “Good,” she said, nodding. “This is to remember me by!” Her knee butted up suddenly into the man’s stomach. He gasped and doubled up, then fell his length at the pole-axing blow from the butt of Vi’s gun. 
 
     “Should keep him quiet for centuries to come,” she commented, her face merciless. “Now for Zeissman…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER XI 
 
      
 
    The others followed her into a fairly large laboratory-conservatory. She nodded to Chris to lock the door behind them. At the far end of the room, working alone, and oblivious as yet to the thickening mist, sat Zeissman, busily engaged on calculations and surrounded by culture-jars, long benches, and scientific impedimenta and gadgets. Silently, her gun levelled, Vi advanced towards him. 
 
     Abruptly he became aware of her, looked up and started. Then his sharp eyes narrowed. 
 
     “How the devil did you get in here?” 
 
     “That’s my business, Dr. Zeissman. I want something from you, and I usually get what I want. And don’t reach for those buttons on your desk!” Vi added sharply. “That is, if you want to retain the use of your hands.” 
 
     The small, high-foreheaded scientist relaxed and glared across the desk; then his eyes wandered to the group in the background. 
 
     “It just so happens, Doctor, that the prison which can hold the Golden Amazon hasn’t yet been made,” Vi explained, her purple eyes never leaving his. “Since you are wondering how we got free, you might as well also start wondering how I know that you have an antidote for this jungle growth.” 
 
     Zeissman started visibly. “But I — Who told you that?” 
 
     “Then it is a fact?” 
 
     “Yes, I…” Zeissman set his jaw. “What of it?” 
 
     “I want it, Doctor — and, what is more, I mean to have it. It’s an electrical formula. I want the full details, and without delay!” 
 
     He smiled cynically and said nothing. Vi’s gaze wandered from him to specimens of Venusian plant life visibly flourishing in the comer, crawling up trellises and expanding into new growth even as she watched it. Her eyes moved back to Zeissman, eyes that had become deadly had he but been able to realize it. 
 
     “These Strangler Vines are well named, are they not, Doctor?” she asked. “I remember that from jungle experience. I do believe: they would choke the life out of you if their tendrils were allowed to get a firm hold…Don’t you?” 
 
     Zeissman shot a glance towards his specimens, and then moistened his lips. 
 
     “Come, Doctor, that formula!” Vi said impatiently. “I can’t afford to waste time!” 
 
     “That’s unfortunate,” he commented. 
 
     Vi turned, tossed her gun to Chris, and then went round the desk. She weighed the seated scientist for a moment, then, without warning, her hands seized his. Bone-crushing pressure struck anguish through both his arms as he was whirled to his feet. So far he had only heard of the Amazon’s fantastic strength — and had secretly doubted it — but now he realized the necessity of revising his views. 
 
     There was no way of dislodging the steel hold she had upon him. Small and wiry though he was, he was impelled backwards irresistibly, strambling, then given a final shove which sent him collapsing into the midst of the Strangler Vines and trellis in the comer. 
 
     Immediately he was up again, but a kick in the chest sent him down heavily amidst the plant roots. Delicate tendrils began to creep about him slowly. As fast as he tore them away, others crawled in a living green mesh. He pulled away savagely, received a crack in the jaw which dazed him, and fell down half-stunned once more. 
 
     “Well, Doctor, we can keep this up for a long time,” Vi commented. “I tell you frankly that I intend to let these Vines choke the life out of you unless I get that formula.” 
 
     “I’ll show you — !” Zeissman shouted, and with a huge effort he tore free of the growths and lurched forward. 
 
     Vi caught his arms as he reeled towards her, forced them fiercely up his back, with one of her hands clamped crosswise over his thin wrists. With the other she unclasped her weapon belt and secured it round his wrists, bringing the end of the belt round his neck and then buckling it behind him so he could not possibly shift his arms. Then she kicked his feet from under him, and he hit the floor with bonejarring impact. It was only a moment’s work to tie his ankles with stout electric wire from a nearby drum. Thus trussed up, the girl lifted him bodily and threw him amidst the creepers. 
 
     “I’ll wait,” she explained calmly, and perched herself on the edge of the desk with her shapely legs dangling. 
 
     The others in the party looked at each other, and then at Vi’s grim face. Beatrice turned away and took Ethel with her. Ruth, Chris, and Kerrigan stood waiting. 
 
     Fiercely, helplessly, Zeissman squirmed and raved amidst the growths as they tightened slowly about him. Presently a thick cable of vine began to wind round his neck. His face went a shade deeper in tinge and the veins began to swell on his high forehead. 
 
     “It’s — it’s choking me — !” he gasped out hoarsely. “For God’s sake, woman — !” 
 
     “Do I get that formula?” Vi questioned, unmoved. 
 
     The scientist nodded his head frantically, words choked back. 
 
     Vi slipped from the desk, tore the offending grow away and dragged the man free. She whirled him his feet, unfastened his arms, and returned the belt her waist. His ankles she left tethered. 
 
     “All right, where is it?” she snapped. 
 
     He fumbled with the desk drawers, breathing noisily, and brought out a sheet of blue foolscap covered in electrical symbols and equations. 
 
     “This — this is it in formula form,” he gulped, shaken. “And here is a model of it…” 
 
     He nodded to the bench and tried to hop towards it. Vi gave him a contemptuous shove in the back that sent him sprawling heavily amidst the equipment. Bruised, he struggled up on his bound feet. 
 
     “Demonstrate it!” Vi ordered. “On those plants.” 
 
     He nodded and switched on the current. Nothing was visible on the machine, but presumably some kind of radiation came forth from it, for the small growing forest in the comer began to quiver, ceased growing, and then flaked slowly into crumbling dust. Nor, when Zeissman switched off, was there any sign of returning growth. 
 
     “Vibration does it,” he explained, as Vi checked the instrument with the blueprint formula to be sure of the details. “Molecular activity set up in the plants shatters the seed interior as well as the parent plant.” 
 
     “It is knowing just what vibration to use that counts,” Vi said, folding the formula up and putting it away inside a waterproof wallet in her shirt pocket. “It might have taken me years to discover it. Thanks very much. Now — excuse me!” 
 
     She reached to the model, and with one sweep of her arm sent it to the floor, where it splintered to bits. Zeissman stared down in dumb dismay. 
 
     “Delayed you slightly?” Vi asked him cynically. “A pity, isn’t it? Now to another question: What about that V-10? Did you load it with seeds, as Mueller ordered you to?” Zeissman gazed blankly. “How do you know what he ordered me to do?” 
 
     “Answer my question. Is V-10 loaded or not?” 
 
     “As a matter of fact it is.” 
 
     “Why? Isn’t Mueller satisfied with getting the Space Line?” 
 
     “Mueller isn’t so self-sufficient as you seem to think, Amazon,” Zeissman retorted. “Do you think that we other scientists haven’t a stake in this fight for world control? I’m going to fire that V-10 to Earth — or somebody is — almost immediately. Don’t you see? I have the antidote! Mueller’s Space Line project will be wiped out by these plants! He won’t be the master: I will, with a few others.” 
 
     “Thanks for telling me,” Vi said slowly, studying him. “I’m only telling you because whatever you may do to me I know you can’t get out of this building alive. It’s too well guarded. If I don’t fire the V-10 others will.” 
 
     “You’re a bigger lot of skunks than I thought,” Vi decided. “You can’t even be true to your own cause and leader. The minute Mueller turns his back you plan to destroy his plans and institute your own. Well, for your information, Zeissman, that V-10 will never reach Earth — and neither will Mueller, if I can help it. As for you…” She stood measuring him. Cold fear began to show on his face. 
 
     “As for you,” she finished, “you’re no use to me, and none at all to your own cause. So — ” 
 
     She flung her hands at his throat abruptly and forced him back against the electrical bench. His hands wrenched at her futilely, clawing at her shoulders, but she bent him still farther on to the bench until he saw the electrical equipment hovering near him. 
 
     Those in the deepening mist at the other end of the room hardly saw what happened. They beheld a flash of electricity and heard a groan from Zeissman, then his body slid helplessly to the floor with a monstrous burn across the forehead. Vi straightened up slowly, tossed the disordered blonde hair out of her eyes. She came over and took her gun from Chris’ unresisting hand. 
 
     “Two thousand volts through his brain,” she said slowly, shrugging. “Some naked electrodes on there which he’s been using…At least it was a quiet disposal. Now to our next move with that V-10.” 
 
     “You mean destroy it?” Chris asked. 
 
     “What else?” 
 
     “Just — why?” Kerrigan asked, pondering. “Look, if that thing is loaded, why not fire it off to Earth? It will completely upset all Mueller’s plans, just as Zeissman said it would. Then we can follow on with the antidote and eliminate the trouble.” 
 
     “I’d suggest you think your statements out more carefully,” Vi retorted. “What of the untold damage to Earth before the neutralizing machines can be constructed? Whole cities will be wiped out before the menace can be brought under control. As for Mueller, when he saw what had happened, he would come back to Venus here and live to fight another day. No, we’ve got to wreck that V-10 and then get into space as fast as possible, and by every means in our power try to overtake Mueller before he reaches Earth. If he gets there before us, our activities will be hampered by legal procedure. That we are fighting on the side of right doesn’t count when it comes to law…Now let’s see how we can get out of this building.” 
 
     “Try the window,” Chris suggested. “Maybe be easier.” 
 
     They went over to it and peered outside. The mist in the room was as dense as in the open. There were no sounds, no signs of guards, since obviously they had no reason to keep a watch over Zeissman’s laboratory. Silently Vi slid out into the abyss of night, and the others followed her. 
 
     “Have to find the main street to get to V-10,” Kerrigan said. “That should be to the left here.” 
 
     He plunged into the murk, feeling his way along the building until the blue lights sailing over the main street merged like sapphires out of the gloom. From the drift of the mist they could roughly judge their position. 
 
     “Across this way,” Vi said, nodding to the girl. “Somewhere over here, anyway — and be prepared for guards.” 
 
     Holding her gun tightly, she went on in front, the others keeping in close contact with her. They went out of their way, apparently, for it took them some time before the blue lights hanging over the V-10 site came into view. 
 
     At the same moment there loomed the dim forms of the guards round the apparatus — hazy outlines, talk among themselves and apparently playing some kind game. As the party inched nearer, it became evident the men were gambling for money with a deck cards. 
 
     “We’ve no time to waste on this,” Vi murmured, levelling her gun. “This should take care of them — ” 
 
     She pressed the button, but beyond three or four shots which missed the mark nothing happened. Fiercely Vi flung the gun away, its multi-shot chamber exhausted. And the men had been warned! Startled, their guns at the ready, they swung round in the mist. 
 
     “Take one each, Chris — Kerrigan!” Vi shouted, “I’ll look after myself!” 
 
     Without giving the nearest man a chance to fire his gun, she charged at his legs, up-ended him over her back, then turned and dealt him a killing right-hander as he struggled to get up. He fell, his jaw broken, and the girl found herself hurled flat to the ground by the second guard. His gun jabbed viciously in her back. 
 
     Instantly she twisted, the multi-shots dug deep in the ground. Her slender body arched upwards, heaving the man away from her. Up came her right foot and kicked him clean in the face as he dived for his gun. Gasping with pain, he reeled backwards, and Vi sprang to her feet again. Catching his right arm with her left hand, she bent it back fiercely against her shoulder. It broke audibly. The man staggered dazedly, hardly conscious of where he was. Vi dived for his gun, swung and fired it point-blank. He dropped, and remained still. 
 
     She turned, breathing hard, found Chris and Kerrigan fighting with the two remaining guards they had disarmed. She stood waiting for a favourable chance, then fired the gun twice. First Chris, then Kerrigan, found their attacker falling helplessly. 
 
     “Right!” Vi said, jabbing the gun in her belt. “That’s all we need. We’ve got to hurry up, before they come to investigate the gun-shots.” 
 
     She lunged through the fog to the V-10 site, began to climb up the cradle and so to the war-head of the projectile. It was sealed down now, but in the transparent nose, faintly discernible in the blue light, were the packed masses of treated seeds. Once the rocket struck the Earth it would shatter and the seeds would escape, to set themselves, and grow… 
 
     “Better try to destroy the electrical apparatus,” Vi said, as she came down to the ground again. “That’ll be easiest…” 
 
     “Mummy, what’s this?” 
 
     Vi turned irritably. Beatrice and little Ethel were a little aside from the party, wandering round the projectile and looking at it. Then all of a sudden the universe seemed to split. There was a brilliant flash, a screaming roar, and a hot, battering wind. Clouds of dust, showers of sparks, and disturbed mist sent the group staggering backwards. Vi found herself flung on her face. The men reeled. Ethel lay flat on the ground beside her mother. 
 
     Slowly, very slowly, the disturbance subsided. Vi got to her feet, and the rest of the party, hot and bewildered, sorted themselves out. 
 
     “What the devil happened?” Kerrigan demanded blankly. 
 
     “The V-10's gone!” Chris gasped, pointing to the empty cradle. 
 
     Vi gazed at the skeletal emptiness, then looked at Bee. 
 
     “It — it must have been Ethel,” Bee whispered, holding the child to her. “She was fingering a switch and asking me what it was. Then she — she must have — ” 
 
     “Fired it,” Vi finished grimly, nodding. “The switch she pulled fired the starting mechanism.” 
 
     “Did — did I do something wrong, Aunty Vi?” the child asked anxiously. “I didn’t mean to pull that button, honest. I sort of — ” 
 
     “In future keep your fingers to yourself!” Vi snapped at her. “You’ve started something frightful by doing that. And we’d better get away from here,” she added quickly. “We’ve made enough noise to bring every guard in the place after us. Come on!” 
 
     They hurried away swiftly into the clinging reek and darkness, kept going for perhaps twenty minutes, then, realizing they were relatively safe, they stopped once more. 
 
     “This has put a pretty bad complexion on things,” Chris remarked. “The very thing we tried to avoid has happened. That V-10 is fairly set for Earth, no matter what we do.” 
 
     “Only thing for it is to try to get to your freighter, Commander,” Vi said. “Then, should that be possible, we’ll try to overtake the V-10 and Mueller.” 
 
     “I doubt if we can ever do it in that lumbering old tub of mine,” Kerrigan muttered. “Still, we can but try…Let’s see now; we want the mountain range.” 
 
     He pulled his compass from his belt-pocket and studied the self-illuminated dial. In the absolute silence reigning while he did this there was a sound — a distant yet ever deepening rumbling sound which was certainly not from the giant cyclotron apparatus in the city’s power-houses. 
 
     “What is that?” Ruth asked at last, puzzled. “Howard, can you hear it? It sounds to be coming nearer…” 
 
     Kerrigan lowered his compass and listened, too. The sound intensified, beating and rumbling through the night. Nearer, and yet nearer, carrying with it now a swishing, bubbling noise. 
 
     “My God, a mud eruption!” Kerrigan shouted hoarsely, as the truth dawned on him. “Sweeping from the range. We — ” 
 
     He had no time to say more. Out of the misty dark something of towering size came sweeping down on them with a noise like Niagara. Before they could even move, they were fighting for their lives in the midst of treacly, evil-tasting filth which bore them in its midst. 
 
     Fighting with all her strength, Vi clawed and pushed her way upwards until she bobbed into the open air with aching lungs. She realized now that she was being swept along in a mighty flood, heading as near as she could tell towards the city. 
 
     “Chris! Bee!” she shrieked. 
 
     “I’m here!” came Chris’ desperate voice. “Where’s Bee and the kid? Can’t find ’em — ” 
 
     Vi struggled savagely towards him in cloying ooze. It pulled tenaciously at her arms and legs. It was like swimming in thin molasses. More by accident than anything else she came upon Ruth just fighting clear of the morass and gasping hard. Catching her, she raised her head into the open air. Then Kerrigan caught up with them, splashing and struggling hugely. 
 
     The darkness began to pale into blue light as they were hurled onwards towards the city helplessly, but the lights went out almost immediately, as the mud must have swept into and inundated the power-houses. The wave was so immense it towered as high as the city’s buildings, sweeping over and around them with a deafening, smoking roar. 
 
     Dazed, mud in her eyes, ears, and mouth, Vi clawed her way onwards until she was flung hard against the stonework of one of the buildings. She clutched at it desperately, dragging herself slowly upwards. Ruth, half stunned from a blow on the head, banged against her leg as she drew it up. Supporting herself as best she could, Vi reached down and drew the girl’s limp body up beside her on to the stonework, where for the moment at least there seemed to be safe lodgement. 
 
     Gradually the full force of the tidal wave seemed to be exhausting itself. For quite three minutes Vi lay exhausted by her efforts, then she straightened up again and shouted. 
 
     “Chris! Bee! Are you there?” 
 
     “Hallo, there!” came the answering shout from far away. “Bee and Ethel are here, knocked out, but living!” 
 
     “And I’m here!” bawled Kerrigan, struggling somewhere below Vi. 
 
     She reached down her hand in the dark and fished about, contacted his hair. With an effort she caught his arm and gave him a pull up. 
 
     “Thank God for that!” he panted, settling beside her. “If only everything were not so damnably dark! Say, where’s Ruth?” 
 
     “Right here beside me. Unconscious, but alive.” 
 
     “Yes, I’m alive,” came Ruth’s voice, weakly. “Where — where are we?” 
 
     “Near as I can tell in this abyss we’re on one of the city buildings — roof, maybe. Thank Heaven we were caught in the open where we stood a chance. Those inside the buildings must have been smothered before they could do a thing.” 
 
     They were quiet for a moment, the sound of oozing, devouring mud all around them as it sucked greedily at stonework and flowed on with decreasing fury… 
 
     “Seems this has about put paid to everything,” Kerrigan muttered. “We can never reach those spaceships of ours now. Mine was lying somewhere near the spot where this mud eruption must have come from, at the base of the mountain range. The stuff must have swept right through the jungle, over the city, and onwards to the other end of the plateau where it joins the sea.” 
 
     The distant voice of Chris hailed them. “Hey there! Any chance of reaching you, Vi?” 
 
     “Stay where you are,” she shouted back. “You’ve got Bee and Ethel on your hands. Keep on calling, to give us direction, and we’ll try to reach you.” 
 
     She got to her feet, active again, felt out with an investigatory foot. 
 
     “Seems to be stone more or less,” she said. “Let’s see how far we can get. Come on, Ruth.” 
 
     She caught Ruth’s arm, and they ventured forward together. It was a dangerous, unnerving business in the darkness, the aroma of scented mist sickening them, the noise of surging mud drowning out Chris’ oft repeated cries. Behind the two girls Kerrigan lumbered, holding Ruth’s shoulders ever and again as she swayed giddily. 
 
     “We’re on a roof all right,” Vi said presently, as they came to the end of the broad stone parapet on which they were balanced. “There’s blank nothing ahead, which is a street between buildings, I suppose. Have to see how wide it is, and that means swimming. Here I go.” 
 
     She lowered herself over the parapet edge and let herself drop. Instantly she was in the sweeping tide of ooze, striking out broadside to the current with all the strength of her muscles. To her relief, it was only a very short distance between the two buildings, then she was clawing her way up to safety on the other side. 
 
     “We can jump it!” she called back into the dark. “Plenty of room to land. Jump as hard as you can. I’ll soften the fall for you somehow.” 
 
     She waited, straining her eyes in the dark, assuming correctly that Kerrigan and Ruth were both summoning up nerve for that headlong leap into nothing with only Vi’s voice to guide them. Then Kerrigan came hurtling out of space and landed on the flat roof with a stumbling fall. A second or two later Ruth followed him, gasped thankfully as Vi caught at her. 
 
     “So far, so good,” Vi murmured. “Now what’s next?” 
 
     They found they had several such streets to cross before they at last reached the building where Chris, Bee, and Ethel were. They had recovered consciousness now. Bee’s voice was tremulous, and Ethel was openly crying. They could be heard by the others but not seen. The darkness was stifling. 
 
     “One thing’s certain, anyway,” Chris remarked at length. “The city’s obliterated. If we are on the roofs, and we apparently are, nothing below can have survived. In other words, Mueller’s comfy little hideout is finished.” 
 
     “Not much consolation to us, though, is it?” Beatrice asked. “How do you suppose we can survive? In the dark, surrounded by mud, not knowing which way we’re facing even…No food, either.” 
 
     Her voice broke, and Chris’ hand closed reassuringly on her arm. 
 
     “You don’t seem to have much to say, Vi,” Ruth remarked. 
 
     “I was just wondering…” Her voice was pensive. Then she addressed Kerrigan. “Commander, have you still got that compass of yours?” 
 
     “Yes. I clenched it in my hand all the time I swam.” 
 
     “Then tell me which way the mountains lie.” 
 
     He smeared the mud from the compass’ glass, and the illuminated interior came into view. The needle swung gently. Vi, beside him, studied it. 
 
     “That way, eh?” she murmured. “Straight into the mud and across what was formerly jungle…A thought occurs to me. This mud may actually have saved us a lot of trouble!” 
 
     “How?” Beatrice questioned. 
 
     “Well, doesn’t it occur to you that the airlock on Commander Kerrigan’s ship would be shut? You did shut it, Commander, didn’t you? After you had locked the controls?” 
 
     “Certainly I did — from the outside, of course.” 
 
     “Very well, then. The broken window and open air-lock of our Ultra would cause it to sink, no doubt — but Kerrigan’s, being completely sealed and airtight, would float! Like an empty bottle with the cork in!” 
 
     There was a momentary silence, then a gasp from Ruth. “Why, of course! Oh, if only there were some light! If only we could see what we’re doing!” 
 
     “Since there isn’t, we’ll have to make do with what we’ve got,” Vi said, practical as ever. “I’m going to take your compass, Commander, and start on a swim!” 
 
     “What! But great heavens, Miss Brant! it’s several miles to the range. You’ll never make it!” 
 
     “I will, with rests. The trees are so high they’re bound to be sticking up out of the flood. I can rest in them. It’ll be sheer blind chance, I know, but it’s our last hope. There’s also the possibility that the tide of this flood will have carried the freighter towards us. I’m hoping so, anyway. So, give me the compass, Commander.” 
 
     He gave it to her, and she stood in the dark for a moment, listening to the mud. 
 
     “If I shouldn’t come back,” she said quietly, at length, “we’ll at least have the satisfaction of knowing that we did our best.” 
 
     Such was her brief farewell, typical of her, devoid utterly of sentiment — then she lowered herself over the parapet edge, hung by her hands for a moment, then let herself drop with the compass gripped between her teeth. 
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    For a time she swam slowly, taking the compass in one hand and studying the needle’s direction, then she put it back between her teeth and struck out with lithe, powerful strokes. It was hard work to swim in the stuff, even with her supernormal muscles. As fast as she advanced she was half dragged back — but since the onward rush of the mud had ceased and it was more or less without current, she managed to make progress, albeit slowly, drawing away from the good luck shouts from the roof where the others were staring blindly into the dark. 
 
     Doggedly she went on, the only sound now the plop and splash of the ooze as she drove her arms and legs through it. Now and again she paused, breathing heavily, then went on again. After perhaps nearly an hour of this superhuman task she bumped into something hard. It was the upthrusting trunk of a jungle tree. Thankfully she seized the branches and dragged herself up into them, sat getting her breath back with her feet dangling in the mud. 
 
     She rubbed her eyes and sighed. She might just as well have been stone blind for all she could see. The illuminated dial of the compass was the only illumination in a wilderness of utter dark and peril. Raising her voice, she shouted, but by now she was completely out of earshot of the city — entirely on her own, and if she didn’t find the freighter, probably heading straight to death. 
 
     This speculation made her smile grimly to herself. Funny to die in the dark of an unknown world, unseen and unheralded, after the dynamic, fantastic life she’d led. Then she put the thought on one side and began to reason coolly instead. The freighter could not have got beyond this jungle: that was certain. The trees would form a barrier to it. If it was anywhere, it was probably on the outside edge of the jungle nearest the mountain range. 
 
     For a while longer she rested, then again she slid down into the mud and struck out. Now the going was much easier. She had merely to swim from tree to tree and support herself as she grew tired. The chief danger, she discovered, lay in the filigree of vines hidden under the mud. They pulled at her feet, wrapped inextricably round her legs, and once or twice she thought she was going to be pulled under — then she kicked free to battle onwards again. 
 
     Until, vaguely, like two gigantic eyes, she saw the first signs of something in the dark and mist outside the glow of the compass. She stopped, hanging on to a tree and panting, staring at two glowing circles blurred with mist. They did not move, and there was no sound from them. 
 
     Puzzled, she began to strike towards them, and they became clearer — and clearer still. Then she understood and shouted a cry of relief into the wilderness. 
 
     They were the lighted portholes of the Ultra! 
 
    She remembered now how she had left the emergency battery lights on so that the lamps could throw a glow into the mist, before that cord had broken. The batteries with their five years of life were still glowing cheerfully. 
 
     Splashing with renewed vigour, Vi reached the open airlock and found it a foot above the mud level. Now there was light to see by, it did not take her ten seconds to scramble into the lighted control-room. She closed the airlock behind her and stood looking about her, heaving an intense sigh of relief. 
 
     Gradually she understood what must have happened. The vessel had been buoyed up by the mud so swiftly that the airlock had never been below the danger line. And the smashed window was too high up to be involved, anyway. Yes, the cabin was just as it had been when they had left it — disordered, chaotic, half the instruments smashed, but perhaps repairable. The fact remained, the place was home! 
 
     Vi turned, active again, and headed towards the bathroom at the end of the ship. In fifteen minutes she had bathed away the mud that caked her, changed into black flying kit, had a meal of tablets, then settled to survey the damage. It did not take her more than ten minutes to decide that the vessel was airworthy, if not spaceworthy. The searchlight was in working order, as she knew from trying it when they had first crash landed. 
 
     She settled herself at the controls and started up the power plant, then very carefully she switched in the helicopter screw gear, gave power to the blades and felt the vessel rise slowly into the air. Instantly she watched for the first sign of striking tree-branches, but the luck held — and in any case the mud had so raised the level outside, that the trees up here were much thinner than at the ground level. 
 
     So gradually she climbed into the misty air and above the tree-tops. Then, working by the hand compass, using the tail of the needle now instead of the point, she flew back slowly towards where she judged the city to be. Opening the trapdoor in the floor, and then setting the automatic pilot in action, she lay on her face and peered down into the reek, searchlight blazing below. Reaching to the amplifier rack, she switched it on and shouted into a small disk microphone. 
 
     “Ahoy, below! Ahoy there! Vi calling! Can you hear me?” 
 
     Time and again she had to cruise round in circles, and then diagonally across the circles, before a faint answering shout came out of the abyss. 
 
     “Right below! We can see your light! We’re fifty feet under you! For God’s sake hurry up! This building’s sinking, or else the flood’s rising!” 
 
     “Cat ladder coming down!” Vi shouted into the mike, and released the switch which dropped a roll of wire cabled ladder into the murk. 
 
    Then she stood aside near the trap, waiting. She could not see anything but reflected mist glare from the searchlight. With one hand on the controls, she kept the machine stationary, the screws spinning steadily. 
 
    Then the head of Beatrice came into view. Pale, she clambered into the control-room and half tottered to the wall couch, with Vi’s arm about her. Next came Ruth, serious-faced, but still the mistress of herself. Chris came afterwards, bearing Ethel in his arms. Vi reached down and took the child from him. Last of all came Kerrigan, bearded and resolute. 
 
    Vi slammed down the trap and bolted it, then turned to look at the filthy, muddy caricatures who had come aboard. 
 
    “I don’t know what you did, Miss Brant,” Kerrigan said. “But thank God you did it, anyway!” He shook her hand impulsively, and she gave a faint smile. 
 
    “More luck than judgment, Commander,” she answered., and related her experience briefly, then she went on, “But we’ve problems even yet. We can’t get through space without a repair job. I think you had better all get a bath and then have a meal and a rest. None of you are in a fit condition to do much else at the moment. Go on; I’ll fix up a meal for you.” 
 
    They nodded, and Ruth and Beatrice got wearily to their feet, turned and shambled off down the corridor with little Ethel behind them. 
 
    It was six hours later when the rest of the party awakened from sleep and gathered in the control-room again. They found the vessel still flying slowly and lazily, and Vi was still active. She turned as they came in one by one. 
 
    “I’ve been making a check up,” she told them finally. “And I have also been busy. Observe!” 
 
    She nodded to the multiplex window where that gaping rent had been. Now it was entirely filled with a curved sheet of lead and welded into the frame. 
 
    “It ought to hold,” she said. “If it doesn’t it will be just too bad for us. Our lighting system will be on batteries only, and one of our gravity neutralizing screens is badly buckled. But, summing up, I think we can risk space. In fact, we’ve got to! Mueller has already got a long start on us, and so has that V-10. The attractor plates in the floor are not in such good order either, and we’re bound to feel the acceleration far more than we did when coming. But as to that other trouble — space dementia. I suggest we use these.” 
 
     She nodded to the wall couch, on which there stood five large and one small lead helmets, rather like tin hats, roughly fashioned. 
 
     “Should protect our heads,” Vi said, putting one on. It fitted over the crown of her head and partly down the back of her neck. “Easy enough to make from the lead sheets I’ve got stored in the locker. Only a matter of beating them out with a hammer.” 
 
     She waited while they all fitted one on-even little Ethel, who had the smallest, and giggled a lot at the idea. Then Vi gave a serious nod and settled herself in the control chair. 
 
     “Well, we’re ready — and it’ll be a risk. The window might break away from the welding under the deadly extremes of space, or the acceleration might kill us, but we’re going! Remember we said we wouldn’t stop until the white cliffs of Dover showed up? Well, they’re only sixty-two million miles off! Ready?” 
 
     The others nodded, and took up their positions in the chairs or against the walls. Vi used the helicopters with which to climb to Venus’ greatest heights, where the buffeting cyclones from the tops of the dreary, desolate Half-way Mountains pitched the vessel up and down wildly through everlasting mist — then she switched on the neutralizing screens and, gravity cut off, the Ultra began to climb with ever-rising swiftness, literally falling upwards. She cleaved through the fog, which swirled and trickled down the windows. 
 
     Then, magically, it was all gone! They were in free space, with its eternal stars and the torrid blaze of blinding sunlight. Vi clicked in the purple window shields, settled herself back in the sprung chair, and began the steady build-up of speed upon speed, one ear cocked for the least sign of a fault in the atomic-power motor. That weak neutralizing screen carried with it the dread possibility of a short circuit which would leave them drifting helplessly in space at whatever speed they had then achieved. So they would keep on flying until the nearest body pulled them to it. That screen had got to hold! 
 
    Gradually Venus, with its torrid day and dreadful night, dropped away from them, a ball of blinding silver. Ahead they gazed into endless space, with the remote green speck of Earth infinities ahead. Then, as the deadening grip of acceleration began to seize them, all save Vi turned from the windows and instead lay on the wall couches or else went to their bunks. Bee and Ruth both did so, taking Ethel with them…Chris and Kerrigan sprawled out on opposite sides of the control-room, while Vi remained seated in her heavily sprung chair, the lead helmet on her head. 
 
     Gradually she achieved a speed which, had the magnetic plates in the floor not being working at all, would have been unbearable. Even as it was, the movement of hand or jaw felt like shifting a ton weight. And to stagger across the control-room was the hardest imaginable job, and nearly brought them to their knees. Then, as the vessel reached its maximum rate, the deadening pressure began to ease off because of constant velocity and non-acceleration, and things became, if anything, the other way. Instead of being crushed, they felt top heavy, and had to hold on to the walls to prevent themselves hitting the ceiling at every step they took. 
 
     The condition amused Ethel considerably, who spent much of her time performing acrobatics, but it was no joy to the adults. Eating, drinking, and lying down were all difficult. Vi, for her part, when she was not at the controls, was either examining the faulty window and screen to make sure they were holding up under the strain, or else she was peering into the eyepieces of the long-distance reflector. 
 
     They had been a chronometer-fortnight on the way before she detected anything — a fortnight entirely free of space-dementia — and then her cry of triumph brought the others stumbling to her side. Each in turn they gazed through the lenses at two silver specks catching the light of the sun, a little to the right of the slowly melting green globe of Earth. From this distance the two specks looked to be level with each other, as distant stars do, but as Vi explained, they were not. 
 
     “One is Meuller’s machine and the other the V-10,” she said, when all, including little Ethel, had looked. “We’ve streaked through space at such a terrific pace we’re fast overtaking both of them. Near as I can tell, we should easily do it before either of them reaches Earth, all depending on how soon Mueller sees us and puts a spurt on — if he can.” 
 
     She returned to the controls, and the others hung on to the porthole frames and watched. With the naked eye Mueller and the V-10 were at first invisible — but as hour after hour fled by and the Ultra hurtled on with undiminished velocity, the V-10 began to make itself visible like a silver shuttle, sweeping on majestically with its cargo of deadly seed towards the distant Earth. 
 
     Once it came into sight, the distance narrowed rapidly. Within six hours they were comparatively near, and Vi brought the screens into action to check their speed. All of them were ridden with a horrible sensation of dizzy falling, as though in an elevator with a bottomless shaft. Dazed and giddy, they watched Vi holding the switch of her offensive armament, chiefly the heat-vibration instrument, or incinerator. 
 
     “Why that?” Chris questioned, breathing hard. “Why not the protonic gun and make a proper job of it?” 
 
     “Because we’ve certain facts to remember.” The girl watched the nearing V-10 intently. “When these seeds are blasted free they’ll drift to the nearest centre of gravity, and with the V-10 shattered, that will be the Ultra. They’ll cling all over our vessel like barnacles, and we’ll take them, willy-nilly, back to Earth. So they have got to be burned to powder before they can do any such thing.” 
 
     The reason made clear, the others said no more, but waited and watched. Gradually the V-10 drew level, perhaps a mile distant. Vi peered through the gunsights, so arranged prismatically that they gave a perfect view outside, then she pressed the button. Nothing in the form of a ray showed itself: it was invisible vibration which struck the V-10 clean on its transparent nose. Smoke gushed and exploded-soundlessly, for the void carries no noise. Where there had been seeds, there was instead a brief whelming fury of flame and confusion. And that was all. The V-10 sailed on, its front warhead entirely shattered. 
 
     Vi transferred her attention to the protonic gun and fired it. Powered by the atomic plant, a stream of protons cascaded into the molecular make-up of the V-10, threw its entire molecular structure out of alignment. It quivered, checked its speed, then blew up in a gigantic mushroom of sailing pieces of metal. Some even struck the Ultra and bounced back from the incredibly thick hull. Slowly the pieces began to form together again towards a common gravity centre and started keeping pace with the Ultra, drawn by her mass. 
 
     Again and again Vi fired the gun, until she had reduced even the fragments to a mere haze of cosmic dust. This of course kept up with them, harmlessly. 
 
     “So far, so good,” she commented, switching the apparatus off. “Now let’s see what we can do about Mueller!” 
 
     Once again she began to build up speed, and continued to build it up for six hours until it reached maximum again — and out of the far distances against the slowly looming Earth, Mueller’s machine became visible as a thin, glittering speck. He had just been sighted when the Ultra jolted oddly, and from the power-plant room there came a sudden bang, like a gun going off. 
 
     Instantly Vi was out of her chair, stumbled headlong in the crazy gravity, then clawed her way into the power-room at the far end of the vessel. When the others came stumbling in after her, they found her looking at the plant with grim eyes. The first thing they noticed was that the power had stopped. That friendly throb of energy had ceased. 
 
     “What’s — wrong?” Ruth asked uneasily. 
 
     Vi jerked her blonde head towards the banks of fuses. Everyone was blackened with smoke from a complete short circuit. 
 
     “That neutralizer screen I patched up,” she said brittlely. “It failed. We built up speed twice on it, and it couldn’t take it. When it went it threw all the others out of commission.” 
 
     “Then what happens now?” Kerrigan asked, his face strained. 
 
     “It means,” Vi answered him, harassed, “that before any of the screens can be used, that broken one must be repaired. They’re all in one circuit, not separate. I found it too involved to make a separate circuit for each, but now I wish to Heaven I had done so! If I don’t mend that faulty screen, nothing can stop us crashing straight into the Earth! You see, we’re running away at two and a half million miles every forty-two hours, without any brakes!” 
 
     Nobody spoke. It was another of those agonizing moments when words were useless. Kerrigan seemed to be the first to recover from the shock. 
 
     “How far is it to Earth?” 
 
     “A long way yet, Commander. We’ve another month’s travel, even at this pace. And it’s going to be a month of the toughest work we’ve ever had! I’ve got to dismantle this entire plant and reset the screen. It means tampering with high voltages, with instant death as the price of a second’s carelessness. Atomic energy is passing through the circuit, even though it is not having its proper effect, and I must leave it on in order to detect where the fault is. But it’s got to be done!” Vi paused, set-faced, then she added, “Nor can I guarantee perfection even when we’ve finished. I haven’t the tools here for a proper job. It’ll be a patchwork to try to get us back to Earth. If necessary we’ll have to disregard Mueller.” 
 
     “Providing he’ll disregard us,” Chris pointed out. “At our present speed we: re certainly going to overtake him, and I’ll stake everything on him using every weapon he’s got to blow us out of the Universe!” 
 
     “That,” Vi said, “we shall have to risk. Now to work! Give me a hand, and as you value your lives, only do exactly as I tell you!” 
 
     Chris and Kerrigan did not even hesitate. The job began with the unscrewing of the big metal grilles which were actually the cowlings of the screens, then, section by section, thick numbered cables had to be unbolted from their terminals and twisted carefully to one side to prevent any possibility of contact. Ruth and Bee were kept constantly on the move fetching this or that tool, and Ethel was ordered to the control-room to stay there — which she did, though she watched the proceedings with a childlike wonder from down the corridor. 
 
     Six hours work found the power-room littered with numbered sections of apparatus, heaps of wire coils, electric gadgets by the score, with Vi crouching amidst a wilderness of tools. Now and again as she made a false move or a tool slipped the others held their breath, but that fatal flash that would have meant instant death did not come. Vi’s fingers worked onwards through deadly energies. 
 
     They stopped for meals, rested, checked the course, then went back to work. Through days upon days — and very often Vi worked through her own rest period as well — the job went on. In two weeks of unceasing effort the whole neutralizing-blind system was laid bare, a naked mass of incredibly complicated filigrees and plates connected to the power plant, a masterpiece of electrical engineering which only Vi — or maybe Mueller — could even hope to understand. 
 
     Three more days passed while the faulty blind was reset in a makeshift pattern. During this time it appeared that Mueller had sighted them following him, for his speed had accelerated, and in the main he was managing to keep his distance. But only just. At the terrific pace the Ultra was travelling it was possible they would still overtake him before he finally reached Earth. 
 
     Stung by the need for urgency, Vi drove on with the work of reassembling the blind circuit with all speed. She hardly slept, she became harsh in her instructions, cursed the merest mistake — but thanks to the force with which she drove herself and the others, the whole mass was put back in place in eight days, where it had taken fourteen to dismantle it. 
 
     As the last piece of cowling went back into place, Vi heaved a deep sigh of relief and tossed aside a tool. 
 
     “Now to see if it works,” she muttered, inspecting the rewired fuses. “Here we go…And keep your fingers crossed, for the love of Heaven!” 
 
     She settled herself in the control chair, paused for a moment and looked through the port. 
 
     “We’ve certainly overtaken Mueller these last few hours,” she remarked, nodding outside. “He can’t be more than ten thousand miles ahead of us now…Well!” She gripped the main switch. “Here we go!” 
 
     Slowly she applied the power. The atomic-plant began to hum as of yore, and the strained faces of the party began to relax. They even smiled at one another contentedly. Gradually the power increased and the plant stepped up its tempo to a throbbing whine. 
 
     Then suddenly — unbelievably — that awful bang from the fuses and a cloud of smoke from the power-room. The Ultra jolted. 
 
     “God — no!” Chris shouted, horrified. “Not again!” 
 
     Vi twisted round in her seat and stared after him as he stumbled and reeled down the corridor to the power room. He came back with perspiration wet on his face. 
 
     “Plant’s — stopped again,” he whispered. 
 
     For a second or two Vi remained motionless, her arm hooked over the back of the chair, stared fixedly before her. Then she snapped in the automatic pilot, got out of the chair and came over to join the group. 
 
     “So a makeshift job won’t do when you’re playing around with the primary forces of Nature,” she sighed. “Serves me right! I should have expected it!” 
 
     “But Vi, we’re falling!” Bee nearly shrieked, clutching her arm. “You can’t just stand there and — and debate scientific issues! We’re going to be smashed to pulp!” 
 
     “There are some seven days yet,” Vi said steadily. “So there is time to think. Why do you always have to go to pieces in a crisis, Bee? That’s the one thing about you that always irritates me!” 
 
     “Dammit, Miss Brant, can you blame her?” Kerrigan demanded, haggard. 
 
     “Let me think, can’t you?” Vi snapped. She turned away impatiently, brooding, halted presently by the window. Mueller’s machine had drawn nearer. 
 
     “Well?” Ruth asked, after a long silence. 
 
     “We’ve taken plenty of chances on this trip, and we’re not going to throw in the sponge within a few million miles of home!” Vi swung round, her face dogged. “I’m going to take a long shot — and maybe square accounts with Mueller at the same time!” 
 
     “Oh, damn Mueller!” Chris protested. “What about us?” 
 
     “Your job,” Vi said, going over to the locker and taking out a space-suit, “will be to stay here and do nothing. Trust to me. You know I won’t fail you if I can manage anything at all. If I don’t — Well, that’s the end of it for all of us. Somehow I have got to get Mueller’s machine, and transfer all of you into it!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER XIII 
 
      
 
    “You — you can’t do it!” Bee gasped, horrified. “He’ll kill you! Besides, he may not be alone.” 
 
     “He might miss, which is one thing Earth won’t do,” Vi replied shortly, snapping the clips on the space suit. “You had better all get into space-suits in readiness for a leap from ship to ship when — and if — the time comes. As for me, I need the electric metal cutter and this…” 
 
     She took down a gun from its clip on the wall and thrust it in the belt of her clumsy, bloated space-suit. Then she snapped on the vacuum-tight gloves, and Chris screwed the transparent helmet over her head. Like an ultra-modem deep-sea diver — air apparatus and heater on her back — she clumped through to the power-room, picked up the electric metal cutter and slung it over her shoulder. Then she opened her suit audiphone. 
 
     “Don’t in any circumstances fire at Mueller. We want that ship more than anything else in the universe at the moment. Go into the control-room and shut the slide across to keep the air in. I’m climbing out on to the roof through the trap here. When you see me out there you’ll know it’s safe to open the slide if you want, but I’d suggest you don’t until you’re in space-suits.” 
 
     “Why can’t we all come, and have done with it?” Chris demanded. 
 
     “Why? If Mueller attacks — and he certainly will — he’ll more easily hit one out of six than one alone. I’ll take the initial plunge myself. I’ll wait until we catch up with him, and then act. You can watch my movements from the control-room conning-tower.” 
 
     She waved a gloved hand, and Chris closed the metal sliding door. Immediately he and the others climbed up to the conning-tower in the control-room roof to watch what happened. Vi, for her part, climbed the metal ladder to the trap-door, unsealed it, then clambered out on to the Ultra's roof, slamming the trap behind her. 
 
     Out here she was in total void, held by the mass of the Ultra as though it were a little planetoid. The sun was a blinding ocean of flame under her feet, the Moon a distant sailing half-world, glaringly bright. Earth was ahead — green, becoming huge. Then, no more than five hundred miles distant, there flew Mueller’s machine, and the distance was narrowing. 
 
     Vi waited, uncurling the steel hawser from the hook beside the conning-tower. Treated to defy frost and heat, it moved slackly in her gloved hands, its three-pronged grappling hook dangling. 
 
     Nearer came Mueller’s vessel, and nearer still. Then suddenly there burst from the offensive armament in the ship’s nose a visible tracer stream of armour-piercing shells. They struck the Ultra with a violent staccato, imbedded themselves, but did not penetrate the thick sides. Vi grinned in satisfaction, waited a minute or two longer, then, with Mueller’s machine perhaps two hundred yards ahead of the overtaking Ultra she threw the grappling-hook with all her strength. 
 
     So ridiculously slight was the gravity, she sailed up into the void with the effort, but she still held on to the wire cable as it stretched to its limit. The hook lodged itself behind the brace stays at the rear of Mueller’s machine. 
 
     Vi landed back like falling thistledown on top of the Ultra, ducked down just in time as a hail of cannon shells rattled over her head and struck the metal base of the conning-tower. Quickly she secured the cable to the Ultra's metal-work, then, holding the wire, she took a flying leap into space. 
 
     She had no need to go hand over hand. There was gravity on one ship, and on the other. In consequence, she moved horizontally, her feet drawn first by the Ultra's nearer mass, then by Mueller’s ship as she approached it. So swiftly did she move that Mueller had no chance to sight his guns properly. Twice a deluge of shells missed her, and by this time the angle was too sharp for Mueller to get at her. 
 
     She landed on his machine with only seconds to spare, for the Ultra, moving far faster, was already ahead of Mueller. The steel wire stretched to breaking point, unravelled, and then snapped. Vi watched it go, her face grim. She could see the faces of the others in the sunlight in the conning-tower. She wondered vaguely if it would be the last she would ever see of them — then she turned to the task and whipped the electric cutter from her back. 
 
     Going to the rear of the vessel, she switched on the cutter’s self-contained motor and directed the searing bayonet of flame at the hull of the machine, watched it cut a line with the neatness of a knife. Within a few minutes she had a neat square carved and a kick of her heavy boot sent it smashing inwards. 
 
    Carefully, ready for trouble from Mueller — and whomever else might be with him — she followed it into the ship’s dark interior. Nothing happened. Yet Mueller must have seen her on his machine, must surely be waiting…? 
 
    She groped her way through what she realized must be a storage locker to the metal door, and found it locked. Five blazing bursts from the cutter ate through the lock and she pulled the door open gently, felt the air go sucking past her and out into the void through the hole she had made in the room. This part of the vessel was now without air, and, as far as she could judge, the next compartment was the control-room, where Mueller must be. 
 
    She moved on towards it, welder in one hand and gun cocked in the other. Then out of the dark there suddenly lashed the attack she had been expecting. It came in the form of a knife. She felt it strike the front of her space-suit and rip clean down it. Being inflated, she was saved being touched by the blade, otherwise it would have carved her from throat to waist — but the effect was nearly as bad in another way… 
 
    The air went out of her suit immediately, and the frightful, unimaginable void of space bit through to her body. She stumbled dizzily, blood drumming in her ears, the ruthless fingers of airlessness biting into her throat and lungs. 
 
    Automatically she stopped breathing, and fell to her knees in the darkness, her gun and welder dropping from her. She was vaguely conscious of the fact that she was not yet frozen, chiefly because in absolute space a warm body takes a moment or two to radiate its heat. Nor did she burst apart, for she had no air inside her or outside her, therefore the pressure was equalized. But she was dying, and knew it, like a fish whirled from its native water. 
 
    Through pain-deadened eyes she saw the oblong doorway of the control-room, light beyond it. For a moment Mueller’s space-suited form was silhouetted there. Apparently, then, he was making the trip solo. 
 
    With gigantic effort Vi, pulled round her air-tank, forced the slashed end of tube through the rent in her suit and let it pour its vapours into her helmet. It was heady, intoxicating gas without the valves to control it, and made Vi feel as though she were keeling wildly through space. 
 
    She fought frozen, dead limbs into action, squirmed towards the door Mueller had left undone, obviously in the full conviction that she had died — as any person of normal constitution would have done almost instantly. 
 
    Feeling as brittle as glass, she struggled to her knees, to her feet even, lurched blindly and picked up her gun. Then, feeling blood trickling from her nose from the frightful pressures exploding inside her skull, she staggered into the control-room. 
 
     Mueller, seated at the controls, whirled round in blank amazement and reached for his gun. Somehow Vi fired hers, and the bullets tore a hole clean through Mueller’s rubber-glove. Instantly his suit began to deflate. 
 
     He made a dive for the door and shut it as Vi dropped half senseless beside it. Gripping his wrist to prevent the last traces of air escaping, he switched on the air cylinders, waited a moment or two, then took off his helmet and hovered greedily over the faintly hissing nozzles… 
 
     Already the air was becoming warmer. Vi felt the steel grip of interstellar cold commencing to recede from her limbs. The cramp of returning circulation spread over her. She stopped drawing in the undiluted gas of her tank and instead took short, hard breaths at the normal air slowly filling the control-room. Little by little she felt death going backwards. Her blood ran warm; her brain slowly cleared. 
 
     At last she stirred slightly and unscrewed her helmet. She had hardly taken it off before Mueller, swinging round from the air tanks, fired at her point blank. The multi-shots hit the metal breast-plate of her deflated suit and ricocheted off it-but the attack stung her into fury. 
 
     Regardless of her physical aches and pains, she scrambled to her feet, dived at him, and wrenched the gun out of his hand before he could fire again. From his belt she ripped the knife with which he had attacked her; drove the point into his suit and slashed across it in a big X, tore away the rubber. Dazed and dishevelled, standing now in ordinary flying-kit, he backed away from her. 
 
     “It’s easier to get at you without that suit on, Mueller,” she explained, hurling the knife on one side. “Now, suppose we settle our account? It’s long overdue!” 
 
     He said nothing, stood by the wall with a grim face. Vi took the opportunity to rest herself still more, and climbed cautiously out of the remains of her space-suit as she watched him. It was as she started to drag her arms free of the deflated sleeves that he seized his chance and dived for the knife she had tossed down. In one jump he had snatched it up and whirled it round, the blade towards her heart. She ducked, unable to use her imprisoned arms, and Mueller overbalanced over her bent back and cannoned into the control-board. 
 
     Vi’s right arm came free with a sharp tug. She seized Mueller’s dagger wrist and snapped it upwards and backwards. The knife clinked to the metal floor and he screamed at the sudden breaking of his wristbone. Her other arm came free, and the enfolding rubber was gone. Mueller saw her looming before him, lithe and grim, a smudge of blood on her upper lip where it had trickled from her nose. 
 
     “Do you remember my mother?” she asked him, standing with her hands clenched at her sides. 
 
     Mueller held his agonizing wrist tightly and glared at her. 
 
     “Why the hell can’t you be civilized, Amazon?” he demanded. “If only you’d fight with me instead of against me — !” 
 
     Her hand slapped across his face, jerking his head sideways. It slapped again — then back again. His cars singing, he shook his head. 
 
     “Do you remember my mother!” she repeated. “She was the only human being in the world I loved. Your V-10 killed her when it landed on my Brazilian city five years ago. I vowed then that if I had to follow you to the ends of the Universe, I’d get you for that! Now you’re here — and I’m here!” 
 
     “How could I help the V-10 killing your confounded mother — ?” 
 
     For Mueller this was an unfortunate choice of words. The dead-cold fury of the girl exploded abruptly into violence. Her hands jumped to his throat and clenched there with irresistible force. He tore savagely at her thick blonde hair with his sound hand, pulled her head back as hard as he could, beat with his damaged arm on her slender back with its rippling muscles — but deep down he knew he was fighting a losing battle with a tigress. 
 
     Her fingers clenched tighter, shutting off his wind. He felt himself lifted into the air, senses spinning — then, all of a sudden, he was released and placed on his feet. He stood swaying, staring at a merciless yellow face with big purple eyes — then came her right fist, snapping back his head as though it were on a hinge. For Mueller, life ended in that second as his neck broke. With his head at an acute angle, he went flying backwards, crashed into the wall, then dropped in a crumpled heap on the floor. 
 
     Swaying with the effort she had made so quickly on top of her ordeal in empty space, Vi lurched to the control-board and clung to it tightly for a moment or two, struggling to keep erect. It was a hard, crushing effort, and it took her several minutes to gain control of herself. Then gradually she felt she was settling down again, and her thudding heart, still not fully attuned to air after the void, began to beat more comfortably. 
 
     She sank into the controlling chair and peered through the window. A little gasp of alarm escaped her. In the intervening time the Ultra had streaked so far ahead of this smaller vessel it was almost remote! There were other reasons to explain it, too. The gigantic dragging field of Earth was having its effect, accelerating the downward drop. There were probably no more than forty-eight hours between the Ultra and destruction. Earth filled nearly all the void now gigantic, looming green, clouds obscuring the surface here and there. 
 
     Quickly Vi studied the unfamiliar controls. The machine was very different from her own — rocket-driven, and therefore perhaps more reliable. According to the gauges, it was not travelling at maximum speed, however. Immediately Vi switched in the rockets in the tail, the vessel jolted forward under the recoil. 
 
     Building up speed was a slow and tedious job, but with the gravity plates working perfectly it was no strain on the body. And, she noticed with an upward glance, Mueller had specially sheathed the ceiling in lead-reflective plates to mitigate cosmic rays. 
 
     Once she glanced back at his dead body in the comer — then she drove onwards with ever-mounting velocity, her whole being concentrated on overtaking the Ultra before Mother Earth had her completely in her grip and drew her down with the frightful speed of a falling meteorite. In fact the vessel would never reach the Earth’s surface, anyway. Friction with the atmosphere would bum the entire vessel and its contents to a cinder within a few seconds. 
 
     This realization deepened the lines of anxiety round Vi’s mouth. The time was running out swiftly. She added more power, and more again, streaking through the gulf at incredible speed in the wake of that doomed grey pencil. 
 
     One hour — two hours — three hours. Vi never left the controls; then, to her horror, she saw that the fuel gauge needle was quivering dangerously close to the “Empty” mark. And she had to keep some fuel in reserve to fire the forward rockets and prevent a crash to Earth when they got there. 
 
     So she began hoarding fuel, making mighty leaps, then coasting in free space again. With anguishing slowness the distance between herself and the Ultra decreased. She had ceased by now to estimate time. Perhaps she had been seated for hours or even days at the controls: she had no idea. All she realized was that Earth now filled all heaven: that atmosphere was dangerously close…But the Ultra's distance had measurably decreased. 
 
     Regardless of the low fuel, Vi made a last mighty effort, and ripped onwards at a fiendish pace, consuming thousands upon thousands of miles in a headlong drop through the void. Ninety-two minutes later her terrific Earthward power dive brought her level with the speeding Ultra. 
 
     Through sun-dazzled, weary eyes she stared at figures on the roof of the machine — four big and one smaller one struggling in the depths of a full-sized space suit. There was something vaguely comic about little Ethel at that moment. 
 
     Manoeuvring the rocket controls, Vi swung Mueller’s vessel gently inwards towards the Ultra until both ships were almost touching. One by one the four adults jumped across the gap, one of them carrying Ethel. Vi relaxed with a huge sigh of relief, heard the clattering of the party as they found the hole in the roof and came down into the passageway. She got up stiffly and shouted to them through the closed door. 
 
     “Wait a moment while I put on a space-suit! The air will go out of here when you come in.” 
 
     She found one in the storage locker, donned it and then opened the door. One by one, their faces grim with strain undergone, Chris, Bee, Ruth, Kerrigan, and Ethel trooped in. Vi slammed the door shut again, and they stood looking at Mueller’s dead body; then she switched the air cylinders to full pressure and watched the gauge climb back to normal. 
 
     They began to take off their suits thankfully. 
 
     “Thank God that you — ” Chris started to say; then his words were drowned out by a fiendish scream which bit through the vessel. Instantly heat began to rise. 
 
     “Atmosphere!” Vi gasped, and stumbled over to the controls. 
 
     Outside, she had a second or two to marvel at the doomed Ultra, transformed into a flaming meteor as it plunged through the upper stratosphere, burning itself to pieces in the frightful friction; then on Mueller’s machine she gave the forward rockets every scrap of power and slowed the pace. For a second or two it was touch and go as the heat rose to withering heights. The steel on the outside began to bubble, and then cooled off as she forced more and more power into the retarding rockets. 
 
     Air gave place to thick clouds. They dropped plummetlike through them, and beheld the sweeping expanse of an ocean below in the watery winter sunshine. Vi swung the machine’s nose northwards towards a dim smudge of landscape. At the ship’s terrific speed it loomed swiftly into view. 
 
     “It’s England!” Bee cried, tears in her eyes. “Oh, Chris dear, it’s England! And I never thought we’d see it again.” 
 
     “We never would have — but for you, Vi,” Chris said, smiling at her. 
 
     Her face weary, she shrugged slender shoulders. 
 
     “We did what we set out to do — and Mueller and his city are finished. You can go ahead with your Space Line from now on, Ruth.” 
 
     “I’ve got a helper too,” she murmured, glancing up at Commander Kerrigan standing beside her. “And since we’ve found a way to colonize Venus, we’ll get Emerson City for nothing! You’ve got that antidote for the vegetation safely, haven’t you, Vi?” 
 
     “In my waterproof wallet in my pocket,” she assented. “Yes, we have come to the end of the trail. The rest is up to the engineers, to get Venus properly cleaned up ready for colonization.” 
 
     Vi paused and nodded through the window. 
 
     “There they are,” she said. “The white cliffs of Dover! And I may as well tell you that there were times myself when I doubted if we ever would see them again… 
 
     She lowered the machine’s nose, and they swept over the broad busy ribbon of the English Channel… 
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