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INTRODUCTION

 

I’m delighted to introduce yet another new Golden Amazon adventure by John Glasby, the 24th title in this Wildside series chronicling the interstellar exploits of John Russell Fear’s most famous character.

Followers of this series will know that following my own posthumous collaboration with Fearn, Chameleon Planet, #21 in the Wildside chronology, the legendary British writer John Glasby had been invited to continue the exploits of Violet Ray Brant, alias the Golden Amazon. Seetee Sun and The Crimson Peril have since been published as numbers 22 and 23, and The Sun Movers was Glasby’s third Amazon continuation.

John’s remit in writing new Golden Amazon novels was that they could either be full length novels of 40,000 words and up, or they could be novellas of around 32,000 words—the same length as many of the later Toronto Star Weekly novels.

During the writing of the present story, John wrote to advise me that this time the resolution of its plot was likely to be completed in novella length. He sent me a complete synopsis, and from amongst the many striking incidents he outlined, one in particular struck a chord with me:

“Landing on an Earth-type planet, they discover four beautiful cities, all abandoned but with everything neatly in place as if everyone had suddenly left.”

I was immediately struck by the strong resonance of this premise to one of Fearn’s own pre-war novelettes. “Locked City”, appearing in Amazing Stories in October 1938, dealing with the puzzling disappearance of an ancient Martian civilization that had left behind a “locked city”. Therefore I had no hesitation in commissioning John to complete his outline, which I knew would be in the Fearnian tradition.

Fearn’s central plot premise of a mysteriously vanished alien civilization has become an iconic image in science fiction, frequently imitated, especially in television (Star Trek) and cinema (Forbidden Planet). Of course, Fearn’s original story was itself based on the story of the Marie Celeste (actually mentioned by a character in the story) and also indirectly acknowledged in the magazine’s “Meet the Author” piece, wherein Fearn outlined his belief “that the classics of ordinary fiction all have the basis of science fiction if they’re skillfully changed.” An amazingly valid insight indeed (page Forbidden Planet and Shakespeare’s The Tempest for instance!) In the same 1938 article Fearn also astutely predicted that within ten years science fiction “will be an accepted branch of everyday literature, encompassing the book market and films with the regularity of drama and comedy today.” How right he was!

Incidentally, interested readers can find Fearn’s novelette “Locked City” in his Borgo/Wildside collection Valley of Pretenders!

The present novella treats the same idea from an entirely fresh and novel angle, making it a truly authentic Amazon adventure, albeit written in Glasby’s own style. As I have pointed out in a previous introduction, Glasby was an expert astronomer, having joined the variable star section of the British Astronomical Society in 1958, and being made its Director in 1965. He had earlier been elected a Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society in 1960. This background expertise permeates Glasby’s own science fiction, and helps make The Sun Movers one his best stories.

Following on from the last novel, the Crusaders head for a small cluster of multi-colored stars some sixty light years away. Here they discover a system of seven suns—a white supergiant and six others all of different colors. Certain that this is an artificial configuration of suns, they examine the cluster to find there are only two planets, one larger than Jupiter orbiting the white stars and an Earth-type planet around the violent sun. Then the Crusaders land on the Earth-type planet, and the mystery unfolds. . . .

Like Fearn. Glasby had a vast amount of previously published stories to draw upon for inspiration, and buff's of vintage British science fiction will -find in chapter six fascinating resonances with Glasby’s seminal first novel, Satellite B.C. (1952).

It all adds up to another worthy addition to the saga of the Golden Amazon.

—Philip Harbottle,

Wallsend, 2023.

 

 

 

 


THE SUN MOVERS

JOHN GLASBY

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

THE mighty spaceship Ultra emerged almost imperceptibly from hyperspace and was cruising at half light speed when the Cosmic Crusaders stirred on their couches. Abna, massively tall and looking like a Greek God, got to his feet and walked along the corridor to the control room, running his glance over the large visiscreen which was focused on the region of space now directly ahead of the spaceship. Behind him, the others were awake and already taking up their positions.

Used as he was to the wonders of the galaxy, the sight almost took his breath away.

Standing at the far end of the console, Thania murmured, “It’s beautiful. Eve never seen anything like it.” As the latest recruit to the Crusaders, she had only as yet traveled to a half dozen or so stellar systems.

But even the vastly traveled Golden Amazon, who had roved far across the universe and even beyond, nodded in agreement.

Seven stars, each of a different color formed a tight cluster that almost filled the screen with sparkling light. All were evidently bound together by gravity so that they formed a single unit within the galaxy.

Turning towards her husband, the Amazon said, “I’ll admit this is highly unusual, Abna. There are a number of triple suns that have been known for a long time—even the odd case of four. But seven and, with the exception of that white luminary, each a different color of the spectrum, this is certainly something I would never have expected to find.”

“Then you think it’s worth a look,” their daughter Viona brushed a strand of copper-gold hair from her forehead. As always she was anxious to be doing something positive, “even if only as a scientific curiosity?”

T he Amazon mused for a few seconds before making up her mind. Then she said firmly, '‘First we’ll make some observations. I like to know what I’m heading into. It may look beautiful from here but there’s something about those suns that makes me a trifle uneasy. It’s almost as if this strange arrangement is—well, artificial.”

Mexone, standing close to his wife Viona, glanced at the Amazon with a puzzled expression on his handsome features. “Surely you’re not suggesting that someone has deliberately brought all of these suns together like this, are you?”

“At the moment, I don’t know what to think. Stars are often formed in clusters but almost invariably, since they form out of the same large cloud of gas, they’re all very similar to each other. By that I mean they’re all of approximately the same age and have a similar composition. That clearly isn’t the case here so all I’m saying is that we should proceed with caution.”

Abna gave a broad grin. “This isn’t like you, Vi. Normally you would go straight in and hang the consequences.”

“Perhaps,” the Amazon replied with a trace of annoyance in her voice, “but in this case I’d like some answers before we commit ourselves. Besides if I am right and this is not a natural arrangement of stars just think of the energy that would be required for its formation. From what I can see, the nearest star to this group must be over two hundred light years away.”

“That would certainly take some doing,” Abna agreed, a puzzled frown on his face. “Certainly most, if not all, stars have magnetic fields but I can’t visualize any spaceship big enough to drag a sun across light years of space with magnetic grapples.”

“Perhaps I’m completely wrong,” the Amazon murmured at length, “but the odds against these suns coming together by chance are astronomical. Yet I suppose that, considering the number of stars in the galaxy, it might just be possible.” Biting her lower lips, she went on, “This is certainly a puzzle worthy of our investigation. I suggest we proceed and—”

She never completed her sentence. The next instant, the Ultra jerked violently and then, before they were aware of what was happening, the great spaceship was caught in the grip of some mighty force that whirled it sideways at an ever-increasing velocity.

Taken completely by surprise the Crusaders were unable to remain on their feet. The savage acceleration flung them all across the large control room with incredible force and hurled them helplessly against the padded wall. Here, the tremendous pressure gripped them immovably against the hard metal as if they were stuck to it like flies in a web. Complete unconsciousness crashed down upon them, blotting out everything in a single instant.

The return to consciousness was slow and painful for the Amazon. How long she had been unconscious, hours or minutes, she did not know. Her entire body felt as though she had been kicked by a raging bull. Sucking in a deep breath, she fought against the blackness that still threatened to overwhelm her.

Somehow, she managed to turn her head. One glance told her that the others had not been quite as fortunate as she had. All four were still unconscious and there was a trickle of blood running down the side of Abna’s face where his head had evidently struck an unpadded area of metal with a crushing force. Viona lay face down, her legs twisted beneath her. Further away, Mexone and Thania were sprawled together as if they had been picked up and thrown across the smooth floor like rag dolls.

Tensing her steel muscles, the Amazon struggled to push herself upright but no sooner did she manage it than she was slammed sideways again, completely off balance. Her limbs were leaden weights and it was all she could do to suck air into her lungs. Whatever had hit the Ultra it was clearly something far greater than the gravitational effect of any of those suns. Mustering all of her superhuman strength, she thrust herself onto her hands and knees, dragging herself across the floor towards the controls, every single movement an agonizing effort.

Inch by inch, she hauled herself forward until finally, she succeeded in grabbing the edge of the control panel, her fingers gripping it tightly. The effort of pushing herself to her feet took all of her incredible strength but finally she succeeded. Maintaining her tight-fisted grip on the control panel, she swiftly ran her glance over the controls. The mighty engines were still functioning but for all their power they were making scarcely any headway in a forward direction. Something that was more powerful than the thrust of the atomic engines had them in its grip.

Turning her head slowly in both directions, a minute’s examination told her that none of the instruments seemed to have been damaged although the glass fronts of several had been cracked.

It was now all she could do to remain upright as she savagely fought the brutal force that threatened to hurl her sideways. With a wrench of neck muscles, she stared at the huge viewing screen. The earlier picture was gone. Now, it was a swirling, dizzying blur of color where the multi-hued suns spun crazily as if the entire universe outside was spinning like a top. She knew, however, that it was not those suns that were moving but the ship, being whirled in a great spiral around them.

Momentarily, a wave of vertigo seized her but savagely she fought it down, struggling to make sense of what was happening. This was no time for weakness or panic. Apart from the streaks of color on the screen there was nothing else visible. A sudden movement to her left told her that Abna had regained consciousness and was fighting his way towards her.

Breathing heavily, he pulled himself up beside her, his handsome features twisted in agony. With an effort, he lifted a hand and wiped away the blood trickling down the side of his face. Staring at the screen, he tried to make sense of what was happening.

Through stiff' lips, he said tautly, “We seem to have been caught in some force field surrounding this star cluster. Somehow, we’ve got to bring the Ultra out of it, if it’s at all possible.”

“There was nothing showing on the viewing screen before it happened,” the Amazon told him. “Thankfully the Ultra seems to be all in one piece with very little, if any, damage.” Blinking furiously as tears threatened to blind her, she turned her gaze away from the madly spinning colors on the visiscreen.

“I’ll check on the energy converter and then take a look at the others,” Abna said harshly. “My guess is they’ve just been knocked out by the impacts when they hit the wall.” Pulling himself slowly along the wide console, he finally reached the converter.

Over his shoulder, he called, “I’ll feed another couple of copper blocks into it. We’re going to need all the power we can get if we’re to pull out of this force field.”

Once this was done, he eased his way to the far wall where the three others still lay where they had fallen. In spite of the tremendous strain that accompanied each movement, he examined all three with a meticulous care, finally straightening up.

“Fortunately there are no bones broken which is surprising considering the force with which we were all slammed against the wall. Best just to let them come round naturally. They’re better off and safer lying there while we’re caught in this maelstrom.”

At the controls, the Amazon heard him at the periphery of her consciousness. All of her attention was now focused on gradually feeding more power to the engines. This was something she had never encountered before and the fact that she had no idea what it was didn’t help.

The sound of the engines was now a shrill whine. Already, they were approaching their limit as they strained to break the ship free of whatever had it in its grip and was whirling them around this strange system of stars with an ever-increasing velocity.

Having built this great spaceship, however, the Amazon was well aware of how far she could go before the engines failed.

“Any luck, Vi?” Abna had worked his way back to her. Perspiration dripped from his forehead into his eyes.

The Amazon shook her blonde head. “None at all. We're still caught fast and I daren’t try to slip into hyperspace until I know just what this is. If I tried that we could land in an even bigger mess.”

“Whatever it is, it clearly doesn’t extend in width all the way to those suns otherwise they would be caught up in it. Since it’s carrying us in either a circular or elliptical path around this system, our only chance is to move at right angles to our present motion and try to cross it at its narrowest point. We'll have to do it quickly because the strain of this tremendous acceleration is already beginning to tell on the outer hull.”

In the distance, tough metal plates were groaning and creaking as violent turbulent shudders passed through the entire length of the great vessel. At times it seemed the control console would be wrenched from the floor.

Without answering, the Amazon ran her slim fingers over the switches, flicking them down one at a time as she struggled to turn the nose of the Ultra. For a time, it seemed she was not going to succeed. Then, slowly, the nose of the great spaceship turned.

Now came the most difficult and dangerous maneuver. She knew there was only a little more power she could feed to the engines before they were overloaded and in danger of breakdown—and that power had to be provided at exactly the right moment when the ship was facing at right angles to their present motion.

Her eyes never leaving the instruments, tensing herself against the tremendous sideways motion of the ship, she waited. The needles on the two adjacent dials slowly edged towards the required positions. Then, with a forward thrust of her right hand, she pushed the power lever forward as far as she dared.

The Ultra jumped forward like a maddened beast. Now the tearing force of acceleration struck at them from two different directions making it even more difficult to stand upright. Only their incredible physical strength enabled them to do so as the minutes ticked slowly by.

Then, when it seemed they could hold on no longer, the sideways motion began to slow. They had burst out of the field and were now moving only with their own momentum. While Abna gradually reduced the power being fed to the engines, the Amazon smoothly balanced their forward and sideways motions. Not until the Ultra was hanging almost motionless in space did they allow themselves to relax.

But not for long. Turning to her husband, the Amazon said, “You seem to have received a nasty blow to the head. It’s stopped bleeding but—”

Nodding wearily, Abna said, “To be quite truthful I’d forgotten all about it.” Seating himself in the chair, he stared straight ahead, using his remarkable metaphysical skills to heal the wound to his skull. Finally, he nodded. “I’m fine now. Perhaps we’d better check on the others.”

Going over to the wall, the Amazon bent and lifted Viona, carrying her to one of the couches against the opposite wall. As she laid her down gently, the girl’s eyes flicked open. For a moment, she stared vacantly at her mother.

“What under the stars happened?” she exclaimed. “I just remember the Ultra shuddering and the next second...nothing.”

“The ship was caught by some invisible force field surrounding this stellar cluster. Whatever it was, it simply swept the Ultra along with it, accelerating all the time.”

“We only just managed to break free of it,” Abna put in. “Mexone and Thania seem to be recovering.” Fie inclined his head to where he had placed the two Crusaders on adjacent couches.

Rubbing his arm and shoulder, Mexone sat up. He still looked dazed but otherwise unharmed.

On the other couch, Thania asked, “‘What was it—an attack?”

“Nothing like that.” The Amazon briefly explained all that had happened.

After the full implications of what had happened had sunk in, Mexone asked, “So what do you think is the reason for this force field—to keep out intruders, perhaps? Something like that barrier we ran into around that seetee sun?”

“That could be the answer,” the Amazon admitted. “But somehow I don’t think so.”

“You have another theory, Vi?” Abna spoke from the control panel where he was watching the cluster, the nearest component of which was less than half a light year away.

“‘As a matter of fact, I have. Unfortunately, it isn’t going to be easy to prove.”

“All right, Amazon.” Thania spoke up, swinging her slim legs to the floor. “Let’s hear it.”

Seating herself on the edge of the couch Mexone had just vacated, the Amazon said, “Suppose my original idea about these strange suns is correct, that they’ve been somehow brought together to form this cluster. That means they must have been moved over considerable distances from other parts of this spatial region.”

Turning her head to glance at Abna, she asked, “Do you think that’s at all feasible?”

Abna was silent for several moments, turning over her question in his mind. Finally, he shrugged. “Possibly, yes—but practically—no.”

“Why do you say that?” the Amazon asked sharply.

Abna shrugged. “Well, for one thing, just consider the amount of energy that would be required to move a sun through space and not for a short distance but light years—it’s something far in excess of anything we can conceive. Then ask yourself why anyone would want to do it. Astronomically speaking, once a number of stars are formed as a cluster, over a period of millions of years, stars are ejected until the end product is almost always a double star system. What you’re suggesting is that there was originally only one sun here and that, over a period of time, others have been added to form this cluster.”

Before the Amazon could reply, Viona butted in. “Another thing, isn’t it true that if stars were brought in to form what we’ve got here, the gravitational field would be seriously disrupted each time it happened?”

“That’s correct,” the Amazon acknowledged, “but if they were added over a long enough period this system would eventually settle down into a stable condition.” She glanced around to see if any of the others had any suggestions to make.

Only Thania spoke up. “I don’t profess to know as much about astronomy as the rest of you but it seems to me we have some evidence of what you suppose may have happened, out there under our very noses.”

“Meaning what?” Mexone queried.

“Meaning that from what the Amazon has told us of how the Ultra was caught in that force field and spun sideways around this system with an incredible velocity, I’d say this field is like a tube through space. One end is here and the other is—well, somewhere out there, possibly many light years away. We entered it from the side and my guess is that if we had stayed inside it, we would have come out somewhere in the vicinity of one of those suns.”

Smiling, the Amazon patted the teenager on the shoulder. “We’ll make an astronomer out of you yet, Thania. It’s only a theory of course but at the moment it fits all of the facts as we know them. Now, before we go any further, I think we should give this system a thorough examination.”

Turning back to the controls, Abna ran his fingers over a number of switches, flicking them down while he kept most of his attention on the huge screen. Several series of numbers flashed onto the small subsidiary screen just above his head.

Finally, he said, “Well, we can account for the different colors of those suns. They’re due primarily to their different surface temperatures, ranging from around thirty-five thousand degrees for the white one to about two thousand degrees for the red one. There’s nothing strange about that, it’s the kind of sequence I would have expected. However, the green and violet ones are most unusual. Offhand, I’d say this must also be due to some odd chemical element or compound as a component of their atmospheres.”

“Their diameters also seem to diminish roughly in step with their temperatures,” Mexone put in after a swift glance at the figures. “Again, that’s what we would expect considering the normal evolution of stars.”

Abna nodded. “As near as I can judge, the diameter of this cluster is about fifteen light years which means that the average separation of each sun is around two light years, half the distance from Sol to Alpha Centauri.”

“There’s one other thing I’ve noticed,” the Amazon said, with a slight nod towards the screen. “Even though they are all bound together in a cluster by gravity, they are not revolving around a common center. To me, that’s additional proof that they’ve all been brought together at some time in the past.”

“You still think that someone has the technical ability to move suns around within the galaxy,” Viona asked, “and put them wherever they want them?”

The Amazon pursed her lips into a puzzled frown, lost in speculation. She was casting her mind back to the first time they had seen this colorful cluster of stars just after leaving that strange system with the oddly pulsating sun. It had attracted her attention at once, giving the impression of a multi-colored jewel glittering against the firmament.

Even at that distance—almost sixty light years—when viewed in the telescope, it had caught her eye, standing out from the myriad stars scattered across this region of the galaxy.

Now, looking at it from a distance of less than a light year, it seemed to hold more mysteries than she had imagined.

Giving a faint smile, she said, “One thing you’ll soon learn, daughter, is that in the universe anything is possible. But we’ll learn nothing just standing here looking. I think the first objective is to see if there are any planetary systems in this cluster. We’ll examine each sun in turn. If there are any and if there is any race sufficiently advanced that we can communicate with them, we might get some answers.”

It took Abna less than half an hour to obtain the necessary information. Much to their surprise, only two of the suns had planets revolving around them. There was a solitary planet circling the white sun but its size of three times that of Jupiter, and extreme distance from the luminary, made it an unlikely candidate for intelligent life. There was, however, a single planet orbiting the violet sun.

Turning from the screen, Mexone remarked, “Don’t you think that’s odd—only two planets in the entire cluster? Ignoring that large world of the white sun, there is only one which looks as though it could be habitable.”

“Then for a start, we take a look at that one,” the Amazon said decisively. “But don’t let appearances deceive you. Jupiter in my solar system would appear to any space traveler to be uninhabitable yet that was Abna’s peoples’ home world—even if they were Atlanteans living under a dome.”

“Don’t forget it was the home planet of Relka, too,” Abna remarked quietly.

The Amazon frowned at the memories evoked by the name of the queerly loyal, crocodile-like being, a natural denizen of the planet who had given his life fighting by the Amazon’s side in her pre-Crusaders days’ battles with Sefner Quome. Then she shrugged and tightened her lips.

Reaching forward, she gestured to Viona to feed another copper block into the power source. Deftly, she turned the nose of the Ultra towards the violet sun after entering the coordinates into the computer. Two minutes later, the vessel was enveloped within the energy warp and they re-entered hyperspace. Looking down through the huge observation window, the Crusaders studied the planet below them, a world dominated by the violet radiation of the distant sun. At a distance of sixty-five million miles from the primary, it bore many similarities to Earth. There was clearly an atmosphere and three large landmasses separated by oceans on the hemisphere facing them.

The Amazon turned her attention to the spectroscopic readings of the atmosphere.

“It’s almost a replica of Earth,” she announced finally. “A somewhat higher oxygen content but that shouldn’t trouble us. There rest is composed of nitrogen and much lesser amounts of the inert gases. There’s also an abundance of water vapor. No indication of any radioactivity from the long range Geiger counter. Both the gravity and atmospheric pressure are well within the limits we can tolerate.”

“Any sign of towns and cities?” Thania asked.

Turning a small knob, Abna increased the magnification of the telescope, focusing it on an area of land close to the shore of one of the oceans. “There are definitely buildings of some kind down there,” he said decisively. “I suggest we go down and take a look.”

Descending slowly through the atmosphere they were able to make out more and more details of the city that lay below them. As they had earlier determined, it stood by the side of the ocean, around the curve of a wide bay.

“It looks like a holiday resort,” Viona observed, “with the sea on one side and those mountains to the other. Whoever designed and erected those buildings, they’ve obviously attained an extremely high level of architectural design.”

“I agree.” Abna nodded. “I'd say we’re dealing with an exceptionally advanced race here. If they were ever an aggressive people my opinion is that they have long since passed that stage. It may be that our help is not needed here.”

The Amazon was more cautious. '‘We won’t find that out until we meet them face to face. Sometimes, things are not always as they seem on the surface.”

Fifteen minutes later, the Ultra landed on a smooth plateau half a mile from the outskirts of the city. Descending from the airlock, they stood in a small group surveying their surroundings. As their previous evaluation of the atmosphere had confirmed, the air was breathable and the higher oxygen content gave them a strangely euphoric feeling. The temperature was pleasant, similar to that of a summer day on Earth.

Over their heads, the violet sun glinted intermittently as fleecy clouds passed over it, shedding its strange light over everything. On the Amazon’s orders, they had all taken the precaution of wearing their weapons belts.

Standing a short distance from the others, the Amazon studied the city in the near distance, her glance taking in the long, paved avenues and graceful buildings. Everywhere she looked there was beauty in every angle and curve, in the graceful bridges that crossed each intersection. Tall gleaming spires and classical domed structures overshadowed the smaller buildings that stood away from the shoreline. Sparkling fountains cascaded silvery drops high into the air. All were covered by the strange violet sunlight.

Yet, despite all this wonder, there was something wrong about the scene. For several moments, she could not determine what it was. Then it came to her.

Silence!

There was no sound, no movement anywhere.

As Abna and Viona came to stand beside her on the low rise she said, “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that there seems to be no one moving around down there. There are no people, no traffic moving along the streets—nothing.”

“Possibly whoever these people are, they’ve never seen a spaceship before,” Viona suggested. “It may be they’re all hiding from us, not sure of our intentions.”

“That may be the answer,” the Amazon agreed reluctantly, but the nagging doubt at the back of her mind refused to go away. Rather the feeling intensified as they made their way down the slope to where one of the broad thoroughfares began.

It stretched for perhaps a mile in front of them along the curve of the bay and it was completely empty. Only the faint splash of the water in the sparkling fountains broke the unearthly stillness. Keeping a wary eye on the buildings on either side, they made their way along the road, hands never far from the weapons in their belts.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Abna said finally. “There’s no sign of damage anywhere so I think we can discount some form of warfare as the cause of all this emptiness. Nor did we see any sign of spaceships in the area.”

“Then where is everyone?” There was an expression of puzzled amazement on Thania’s face. “They must be somewhere.”

“We’ll take a look inside these buildings,” said the Amazon moving towards the tall edifice on her right. “Maybe we’ll find the answer there.”

The large door opened as she approached it and for a moment she hesitated her right hand on the blaster in her belt. Then she stepped forward into a large hallway. A yellow light came on halfway along the wide passage.

There was no sound. Around her, the building was as silent as a tomb. As a scientist the Amazon was not superstitious but at that moment, a finger of ice traveled along her spine. She turned as the others came in behind her.

“A huge city evidently built to last with every tiny detail perfect—and yet no sign of life,” she said tonelessly. “This is getting stranger all the time. From the size of the city I would have expected to find thousands of people here. Yet it’s as if this extremely advanced race built all of this, stayed here for a time, and then everyone left.”

“Which brings us to the question—where did they go?” Abna’s words echoed eerily from the walls. “As far as we know, there is only one other planet in this entire cluster, that one circling the supergiant white sun.”

“Yet from what we saw of that world, conditions on its surface must be harsh in the extreme,” Mexone commented. “Here we have a beautiful planet, a virtual paradise. If that is what happened, it would be like leaving Heaven to live in Hell.”

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

A THOROUGH search of the enormous building revealed nothing out of the ordinary. In one of the rooms there was a large table surrounded by chairs of a conventional design with plates and eating utensils in front of each.

Her brows drawn into a straight line across her violet eyes, the Amazon remarked, “It’s almost as if, quite suddenly and without any warning, everyone just got up and left.”

“Or disappeared,” Viona said with a curious intonation in her voice.

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Thania questioned.

Viona shook her head. “Not quite. They may still be here—yet not visible to us.”

Standing beside the table, staring down at the array of plates, crystal dishes and slender glass flagons, Mexone said, “I don’t follow your reasoning, Viona. Are you suggesting we’ve landed on a planet of invisible beings? I know invisibility is possible, we do it with the Ultra by changing the orbits of the electrons so that light passes through the atoms with no reflection.”

“That’s true,” Viona agreed. “But don’t forget we’re dealing with an alien race. It may be that’s how they are, how their bodies are formed.”

The Amazon studied her daughter with a serious expression on her beautiful features. “You must have some reason for making that suggestion, Viona. What is it?”

Viona spread her hands wide. “I’m not sure but several times since we entered this city, I’ve had the feel of eyes on me, watching my every move, yet I can see no one.”

Thania gave a slight shudder. “You think we’ve landed on a planet full of ghosts?”

“Whatever it is, there has to be a rational, scientific explanation,” the Amazon retorted firmly. “After all, it’s a scientific fact that any creatures which evolve on a planet are composed of the same atoms as the world on which they evolve. This world and these buildings are all made of terrestrial-type atoms and molecules so I would have expected this race to be the same.”

“Meaning that if they are invisible to us, they must have deliberately changed themselves sometime during their evolution,” Abna put in.

“Exactly.”

“So if this is the case, they must have done it for a purpose,” Thania interjected.

“On the other hand, this is rather like what happened once on your home world, Vi,” Abna said.

For a moment, the Amazon looked puzzled. Then she nodded. “You mean the old seafaring story of the Marie Celeste.”

“That’s right. You must admit there are certain similarities.” He waved an arm to embrace the scene around them. “We find everything exactly in place with no sign of a struggle, yet no one here.”

“You’re talking in riddles,” Thania said. “Just what was this Marie Celeste?”

“It happened centuries ago,” the Amazon explained. “It was an old sailing ship found in the middle of the ocean, completely abandoned, yet everything seemed to be untouched as if the whole crew had simply vanished. Several theories were put forward at the time to explain it.

“Some suggested that a violent storm had struck the vessel with insufficient warning to launch any of the lifeboats, washing every member of the crew into the sea. Another idea was that madness, perhaps occasioned by poisoned food or water, had resulted in them throwing themselves overboard in an attempt to escape from the ship. More unlikely theories involved some huge sea monsters that dragged them all down into the sea.”

“Somehow, I doubt if any of those theories explain what we’ve found here,” Viona commented. “Perhaps if we were to—” She broke off sharply, whirling quickly to stare into the distance.

“What is it?” The Amazon, together with the others, turned to look in the direction of Viona’s surprised gaze.

“I thought I saw something moving at the far end of that passage.” The girl pointed urgently. “It was just a vague shape but I’m certain I’m not mistaken.”

Running swiftly, their weapons ready in their hands, the Crusaders raced along the passage. At the far end it opened out into a wide rectangular area— another room with windows overlooking the plaza outside.

“There’s no one here,” Abna said after a quick survey. He crossed to the only other exit, a closed door. Turning the knob, he added, “This door is locked.”

Hurrying to one of the windows, the Amazon remarked. “I see no sign of anyone outside. Turning to face Viona, she asked, “Can you describe this shape?”

“Not really.” Viona shook her head. “It happened too quickly but although it looked something like ourselves, there was a strangeness about it, almost as if—” She hesitated, trying to collect her thoughts and put them into words.

“Almost as if—what?” Abna prompted.

The girl still hesitated; then said, “Almost as if it was just an outline rather than a solid figure.”

At these words, the other Crusaders stared at each other in stunned surprise. None of them disbelieved what Viona had said, nor did they consider that she was exaggerating. Not knowing the meaning of fear it was clear, however, that the experience had clearly shaken her.

Straightening up, Abna said tautly, “I think we should consider extending our examination, not only of this city, but this entire planet.”

“And if we find that the whole planet is just like this?” Thania asked.

“Then we must look for the explanation,” the Amazon retorted harshly. “There is a mystery here, one which I can’t explain.”

“And your natural scientific curiosity won’t let you rest until you’ve solved it.” Abna nodded in understanding. “Then I suggest we split up into two groups and search the city. We’ll meet back here in an hour. We all have our wrist televisions and communicators so we can keep in touch all the time.”

An hour later, when they met, both groups had the same thing to report. There was no sign of any life in the city. The Amazon and Mexone had located what was clearly an atomic power station on the far perimeter that was still functioning perfectly, explaining why the lights were working in all of the buildings.

There were a large number of vehicles of unusual design parked at irregular intervals along most of the streets, many with their doors wide open as if their owners had simply walked away and left them unattended. On the eastern edge of the city, Abna, Viona and Thania had come upon a large, open area occupied by a number of sophisticated flying machines, all in perfect working order.

Speaking first, the Amazon said quietly, “I think we can now be sure that this race attained an extremely high level of scientific, cultural and technical achievement. At the moment, I can see no reason why they left in such an obvious hurry.”

“One further important observation we made,” Abna commented. “There is no indication at all that they had spaceflight. All of the machines we noticed were simply for getting from one place to another on this planet.”

“Then it’s highly improbable they went to that other world we noticed,” Thania put in.

The Amazon mused for a moment. “We’ll leave that possibility for later. Right now, I suggest we return to the Ultra and then examine any other cities we can find. The answers must be somewhere.”

While they ate a meal on board the Ultra, sitting in the violet light which entered through the observation windows, the Crusaders went over everything they had so far discovered. The discussion lasted for half an hour but at the end of that time they were no nearer to solving the puzzles which this world presented.

It was not until the uneasy silence had lasted for almost a minute that Abna said, “There is one possibility we haven’t considered.”

“What’s that?” the Amazon turned her violet eyes on him.

“Mass abduction. We’re fairly certain these people knew nothing of spaceflight. If a massive fleet of spacecraft landed here they would be taken completely by surprise. We’ve seen no weapons and to me that suggests they were a peaceful race. A well-planned attack would take them all unawares and there would be little, if any, resistance.”

The Amazon sighed audibly. “It’s possible, I suppose, but if that were so, I would have expected to find some signs of a struggle. There was nothing like that anywhere. And why abduct an entire race, possibly millions of people? We seem to be clutching at straws.” Getting up from her chair, she walked over to the controls. “Until we find more signs of habitation and check them thoroughly, we’re just going around in circles.”

Throughout the long, violet-drenched afternoon the Ultra skimmed above the surface of the planet at a constant height of thirty thousand feet. With Abna at the controls, the other Crusaders each took an observation window, scanning the surface closely. Four more cities were sighted, all situated close to a river or the seashore.

Abna put the Ultra down close to each site, remaining with the vessel while the other four carried out a thorough examination of the streets and buildings. Three of the cities were exactly the same as the first—everything in perfect order and yet completely devoid of life.

“So we’re faced with the fact that this is a dead world,” the Amazon said bitterly as they stepped down onto the ground on the outskirts of the fourth city. “As I said before, this doesn’t make sense. Someone made that space-tube to bring those other six suns here and we’re all agreed that such a feat would be even beyond our present capabilities. It’s out of the question that they would go to all that trouble and then just up and leave.”

“I think the only thing we can be reasonably sure of is that they left in a hurry,” Viona remarked, staring at the silent buildings in the near distance as if trying to find an answer to the conundrum there. “They were here one minute—and the next they were gone. Not a single man, woman or child left.”

They advanced slowly towards the outskirts of the city that lay silent and dreaming in the violet sunlight. This one, unlike the others close to the sea, had been built along one bank of a wide river. Several broad bridges spanned the rushing water giving access from the city to the more open ground on the other side.

Although they all still wore their weapon belts, they no longer kept their hands close to their disintegrators. By now, they were all convinced that there was no form of life on this planet despite the sighting Viona had made earlier. As before, the wide streets and buildings looked empty and deserted.

Entering a long boulevard they advanced slowly along it in a loose group, keeping into the center. In this manner they progressed halfway along it, maintaining a close watch on the buildings on either side. Then, without any warning a beam of searing light and heat flashed through the air in front of them. It cut a narrow, but deep, furrow in the street a couple of feet away.

For an instant, surprise held them immobile. The belief that this entire planet was unpopulated evaporated in an instant. Then the Amazon flung herself towards the sidewalk, jerking her blaster from her belt. The heat beam had come from somewhere high up on the opposite side of the street. Within seconds the other Crusaders were crouched down in the dubious shelter of a wide doorway.

“So this place, at least, isn’t as deserted as we thought,” Mexone muttered grimly. “Did anyone see where that ray came from?”

The Amazon pointed towards the roof of the building opposite them. “Up there somewhere. I’m not sure whether it was meant to hit us—or was just a warning.” She ran her keen gaze over the roof, squinting against the intense violet sunlight. Several decorative stone sculptures lined the edge. There was no sign of any movement.

“Keep your eyes open,” Viona said abruptly. “I’ll try to draw their fire.”

Before any of the others could speak, she had darted onto the sidewalk and was running along the front of the building. Swiftly, the Amazon raised her gun and. keeping her finger on the stud, she swept the disintegrator beam in a scything movement along the top of the distant building.

Stone fragments flew in all directions clattering down into the street. The sculptured configurations along the edge of the roof were shattered within moments. For a second, they had a glimpse of something that moved swiftly away from the edge. In the bright sunlight it was impossible to say what it was. It moved like a man but one taller even than Abna and there was something distinctly odd about it—as if it were not a completely solid shape.

But there was no time in which they could compare notes as to what exactly each of them had seen for more firing broke out from somewhere further along the street. Viona had clearly spotted more of the creatures and opened fire on them. Swiftly, the Amazon grabbed Thania by the arm and together they ran to where Viona was crouched behind a parked vehicle. More heat beams tore through the air above their heads as they dived for cover.

“Where are they?” the Amazon asked tightly.

Viona pointed towards a narrow intersection some fifty yards away. “I don’t know how many there are but I’d say they outnumber us.”

“We saw one of them on the opposite roof,” Mexone said. “It looked exactly as you described earlier, nothing more than the outline of a tall shape.”

“What kind of creatures are they, I wonder?” mused the Amazon. “Somehow, I don’t think they are the indigenous inhabitants of this world.”

“Whatever they are, they don’t seem inclined to talk.” Mexone muttered. “Their philosophy seems to be to shoot first and talk later.”

Twisting her head around at a sudden movement, the Amazon saw three of the shapes suddenly appear around the corner of the intersection. Heat beams struck the vehicle in front of them sending a shower of sparks into the air. Aiming swiftly, the Amazon sighted her weapon on the nearest creature and squeezed the stud. The thing staggered and fell. At once, its two companions ceased firing, bent and then dragged the injured being out of sight around the corner.

“What do we do now?” Thania asked. “At the moment they seem to have us pinned down. We can pick them off one at a time but we've no idea how many there are. Once they surround us, we’re finished.”

“It won’t come to that,” the Amazon reassured her. “Before that happens, I’ll be in touch with Abna on board the Ultra. He can raze all of these buildings within a mile radius in seconds with the weapons on board the spaceship. At the moment I’d like to take one of them alive.”

“You think you can talk to these creatures?” Viona interposed. “My guess is they’re just murderous aggressors no different from others of their kind we’ve encountered before.”

“That may be true, Viona,” the Amazon replied. “But there are so many unanswered questions associated with this world, I intend to get some answers by any means available.”

“Then let’s go and get one,” Viona declared. Knowing no fear, she was instantly on her feet, racing across the street before anyone could stop her.

“Come back here, Viona!” the Amazon called harshly. “There are too many of them. You can’t—” She broke off sharply as the girl took no notice, continuing to run forward until she reached the other side of the street. Somehow she made it without drawing any fire.

For the moment there was no sign of the attackers. Utter silence hung over the city. On the opposite sidewalk, Viona stood with her back pressed close against the wall.

“The little fool!” the Amazon hissed. “Doesn’t she realize she makes a perfect target?”

Very slowly, Viona edged her way along the side of the building, holding her blaster rock-steady in her right hand. Coming up to a window that looked out onto the street, she hesitated; then bent so as not to expose herself to anyone inside. She was almost past the window when the glass suddenly shattered.

One of the creatures stood there just inside. Two long arms came out, grabbing her and pinning her arms to her side. Taken completely by surprise, she dropped her weapon onto the sidewalk. The next instant, the alien began to pull her inside. In attempting to do so, it made the same mistake other adversaries had in the past evidently, believing it was merely dealing with a slim girl who could be easily overpowered.

Planting her feet firmly on the ground, Viona straightened. Flexing the super-strong muscles in her arms she broke the creature’s hold. Like lightning, her hands reached up, grasping the alien’s wrists with bone crushing force. Drawing up her legs, she bent forward, pulling the alien through the shattered window and hurling the creature over her back, slamming the figure hard against the sidewalk.

The impact was so violent that she expected the creature to be killed outright, certainly unconscious. Instead, it leapt immediately to its feet. She still had a tight grip on one wrist when the thing reached down with its free hand and touched something in its belt.

The next second, both it and Viona disappeared!

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

ACROSS the street, the Amazon stared in sudden horror as she watched the end of the struggle. It had not surprised her that Viona had so easily overcome the creature. She had seen her daughter subdue attackers more than twice her size with no difficulty. But the way they had both vanished had come as a distinct shock.

Amazement and disbelief were mirrored on Thania’s and Mexone’s faces. Eyes wide, they stared at the spot where the girl had been. It was Thania who first found her voice.

“What happened?” she stammered. “How could they both disappear like that? One second they were there—and the next second they were gone.”

Tightening her lips, the Amazon replied, “There has to be a rational explanation somewhere because there always is. Right now, I think we should try to reach the Ultra.”

“And leave without Viona?” Mexone gasped.

“Face the facts, Mexone,” the Amazon retorted harshly. “I know how you feel about Viona but there’s nothing we can do here. We don’t even know what happened and we have no idea where she’s gone. Somehow, I doubt if she’s still on this planet.”

“Not on this planet?” Mexone spluttered. “Then where?” He began to protest as vehemently as possible, knowing inwardly that the Amazon was right, but reluctant to leave while there might be a chance that Viona was still somewhere in the city.

“We’ll discuss this once we get back on board the Ultra. Perhaps Abna may have some ideas.” Slowly, the Amazon scanned the whole length of the street until she was satisfied that, for the moment, the enemy had gone. Then, with the others behind her, she ran swiftly back along the avenue.

In the control room of the Ultra, Abna listened in thoughtful silence while the Amazon explained all that had occurred. When she had finished, he said tautly, “So while she was struggling with this creature, they both vanished simultaneously?’'’

“That’s exactly what happened,” Mexone replied.

“Did you notice anything this creature did just before it happened?”

The Amazon thought deeply, then nodded. “Viona had a grip on one hand but then it touched something on a belt it wore.”

Abna considered her reply for a moment and then nodded. “I think I know what happened. It would seem we’ve run into a race of teleporters.” Seeing the frown on Thania’s features, he added, “They can move from one place to another in a split second, appearing in one place and then transporting themselves, to another.”

“That’s certainly possible,” the Amazon said. “On occasions we have used a similar system ourselves, a form of matter transmission we call atomic dissembly. And in extreme cases Abna can do the same thing by metaphysical means, using the power of thought alone.”

“Then you can reach her,” the teenager said excitedly.

“But Viona could be anywhere,” Mexone said despondently, shaking his head. “We would have to know exactly where she is for that to work.”

“I’m afraid Mexone is right,” Abna said. He glanced at the Amazon. “Did Viona have her wrist communicator with her?”

The Amazon nodded quickly. “We all carried one. You think there might be a chance we can communicate with her?”

“We can only try. The problem is that I’m pretty sure those creatures are not the inhabitants of this world. Their teleportation device could have an interstellar range if it incorporates the fourth dimension. If she’s still on this planet there’s a good chance. If she isn’t I’m afraid she could be out of range of our communicators.”

Over the next few minutes, the Amazon tried to make contact with her daughter, only reluctantly giving up the attempt when it became clear that either Viona was unable to use her communicator or—wherever she was at that moment—she was too far away for them to make contact with her.

* * * * *

For Viona, the transition was so swift that for a while she was unable to comprehend what had happened. One moment she had the alien in an unbreakable grip and the next—she was somewhere else. The wide street bathed in the violet sunlight had vanished. Now she found herself inside a long room filled with machinery.

Before she could pull herself together and gather her scattered wits, four more of the creatures materialized beside her, all diving onto her and pinning her to the hard floor. Seconds later, her hands were manacled behind her back and she was hauled roughly to her feet.

Blinking in the harsh actinic light that flooded the chamber, she tried to take stock of her surroundings. All of the machines were tended by the aliens and all seemed to be making weapons. But it was not these that attracted and held her attention.

What she had first thought was a wall surrounding the building was merely a small part of a vast transparent dome and beyond it was something she could barely comprehend. Tremendous bolts of lightning forked down from a sky as black as pitch. Great flaring columns of blazing gas swept across her vision. In the intermittent flashes of glaring light she could make out just a little of the nightmare landscape which lay outside.

Gigantic flares sheeted along the distant horizon where black, jagged peaks were occasionally silhouetted against the background. Even above the roar of the machines, she could hear the racketing fury of the atmosphere outside, an overwhelming sea of sound, a polyphony of noise that transcended anything she had ever known. In that moment she knew exactly where she was—on the surface of that large planet circling the white giant sun! Somehow, by what means she did not know, she had been transported several light years across space.

Before her bemused gaze could assimilate any more, the guards seized her and hustled her past the long lines of machines, through a wide door, along a corridor, and then up a flight of steps to the very top of the building. Above her head, the savage fury of the vast storms seared into her eyes, forcing her to look away.

At any moment she expected the dome to shatter or be swept along by the cataclysmic fury of the insane atmosphere but somehow it held rock-solid without a single tremor. Her captors stopped in front of a large door. One of them thrust it open and ushered her inside.

The room was empty except for a large desk and the being who sat behind it. Viona saw at once that this creature was of a much higher rank than those who stood beside her. One of her guards said something in a harsh guttural tone. At a signal from the alien behind the desk she was pushed towards a chair. Forcing her into it, two of her captors pulled her arms over the back of it so that she could barely move.

Viona had already tested the manacles around her wrists and knew that she could easily break them but at the moment she decided against that. Strong and agile as she was, she could not fight the entire population of this world and there was no possible way of escape unless she could get her hands on one of those belts these creatures wore.

In numb silence she sat there staring at the strange outline that faced her. The seated alien uttered a harsh command and the guards stepped back but they did not leave the room, taking up positions near the door.

Reaching into a drawer, the alien took out something that he placed on the desk in front of Viona.

It was a metallic tube, and at one end sprouted a flex, with a rubber cup on the end of it. At the other end was a small grille.

Glancing at it, Viona guessed it was some kind of translator. Her suspicion appeared verified when the alien tapped a finger against his forehead, and then motioned to the instrument.

Viona reached out her hand and affixed the end of the flex to her forehead, where it instantly adhered itself.

There was a brief stabbing pain, and Viona guessed that the language centers of her brain had been scanned and electronically downloaded into the mechanism. As the pain subsided, the flex detached itself and telescoped back into the cylinder.

Speaking slowly into it, the creature uttered a couple of guttural sentences in his own strange language. Almost instantly, a rasping metallic voice issued from the grille. The accent was strange, but the words were intelligible English.

“I am Randor, Controller of this sector of Daran. You, I have been informed, are one of a number of invaders of Zerzura from some other planetary system.'”

“We are not invaders!” Viona declared hotly. “We are merely travelers through the galaxy seeking to help any who might need our aid either against aggressors or to help them improve their cultural and scientific levels.”

The instrument absorbed her words, then issued forth a guttural alien version to which Randor listened intently.

“That is a lie,” his translated voice said. “The Zerzurans themselves were aggressors. By some means they brought our sun and planet across space to this part of the galaxy. For what reason they collected these suns, we do not know. They did not bother to check whether there were any planets with living creatures on them before ripping our system from its original place in the galaxy.”

Viona thought quickly, recognizing the extreme precariousness of her position.

Clearly what Randor said was true. These creatures had been moved from their place in the galaxy and brought here without their permission.

Yet there was no doubt that this race was also warlike. She had already witnessed those machines in the lower levels manufacturing weapons. And since the Zerzurans were no longer on Zerzura this could only mean they intended to attack other systems in this region of the galaxy. Somehow, she had to get this information back to the other Crusaders.

Forcing evenness into her voice, she said calmly, “We had nothing to do with the actions of those on Zerzura. All we know is that they suddenly disappeared from their cities.”

“That, too, we know,” Randor rasped at length. “Our intention is to take over that other world where we can live on the surface without the need of these domes which are essential to protect us from that poisonous atmosphere outside. Once that is done, we shall then put our further plans into operation. Your arrival on Zerzura has interfered with those plans and that means you and your companions must first be eliminated.”

Fearlessly, Viona said, “I don’t think you will find that easy to do. Whatever weapons you have, they are no match for those we have on board the Ultra.”

“We shall see,” Randor snarled. Glancing towards the guards near the door, he snapped an order in his own language, which the machine again translated.

“Take her away until I decide what to do with her. I doubt if she will attempt to escape.” Meaningfully, he added, “There is only instant death for anyone going outside the dome.”

Five minutes later, after being marched along several corridors, Viona found herself in a small cell. It contained nothing apart from a low bed against one wall. The door was slammed shut and there was the unmistakable sound of a bolt being slid into place and a key being turned in the lock. Seating herself on the bed, she took stock of her situation.

What Randor had said was perfectly true. There was no means of escape from the dome except by the use of one of those transporter belts. Even in a space suit it would be impossible to stand against the titanic fury of the storms raging across the surface of Daran and out there beyond the protection of the dome the gravity would be enough to crush even her to the ground.

First, however, she decided to free herself of her shackles. Flexing the muscles in her arms and shoulders, she easily snapped the metal and then made a swift examination of her cell. The walls were bare and the door was also made of some metal that resisted all of her efforts to budge it.

Finally, she sat on the edge of the bed and considered her options and what she had so far learned since being brought here. Quite clearly, for all their weird appearance, the Daranians were a highly advanced race. The construction of these huge domes on the surface testified to that, and also suggested to Viona that originally they had probably not been native to the giant planet.

Since she experienced something very similar to Earth- gravity, it was obvious there must be some form of anti-gravity in effect to nullify the tremendous gravitational pull of the planet.

From what Randor had said, they were now gearing themselves up for war and since the Zerzurans were no longer present on that other world that could only mean they intended to attack other stellar systems in the vicinity. Somehow, she had to get back to the Ultra and warn the others.

One thing she had noticed when she had first found herself in the chamber filled with machines. None of the workers she had seen there wore transporter belts. Her only chance was to somehow escape from this cell and find one of the Daranians either preparing to go to Zerzura, or just returning from there.

* * * * *

The Ultra still stood on the outskirts of the fourth city while the Crusaders urgently discussed what could possibly be done to find and rescue Viona. By now they were all convinced that she was nowhere on Zerzura.

Standing in front of the controls, Abna said shortly, “My guess is that they’ve taken her to that other planet in this cluster. I don’t think they are using thought to teleport themselves. If they were, she could be anywhere in the galaxy. But if they must rely on some kind of portable instrument, its range will be much more limited—only a few light years at the most.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Mexone interjected.

“Nothing, I suppose.” The Amazon threw a questioning glance at her husband.

Nodding, Abna turned towards the controls. Beside him, the Amazon fed the coordinates of the white sun into the computer. Within minutes the Crusaders were lying on the acceleration couches as, under automatic control, the Ultra streaked into the violet sky.

Moments later they were in space with the planet dropping away behind them.

Swiftly, the huge vessel approached light velocity. Acting on commands from the computer, the Ultra was imbued with the energy-warp and diverted into fourth dimensional hyperspace.

By the time the supergiant white sun showed in the center of the visiscreen after their emergence back into normal space, the Crusaders were crowded in front of the controls, scanning the blackness around the sun for the solitary planet. It was Thania who spotted it first very close to the edge of the solar disc.

“Almost spot on,” Abna declared. “The data confirms our first estimates. The planet is approximately three times larger than Jupiter and my guess is that it has almost the same constitution, an extremely dense core of ice and a thick atmosphere of hydrogen, methane, ammonia and other gases. Almost certainly there are violent atmospheric and electrical storms raging down there, even more violent than those on Jupiter.”

“You think it will be safe to take the Ultra down into that atmosphere?” Thania asked.

The Amazon smiled grimly. “Since I designed this vessel, you’ll just have to trust me to know the limits of this ship. If we are to get Viona back, we have no other choice. Now I suggest that Thania and Mexone strap themselves into their seats. This is not going to be comfortable. There must be tremendous turbulences down there.’'

Once this was done, the Amazon took her place beside Abna at the controls. Deftly, her slim fingers moved switches cutting their forward velocity until it was a mere five thousand miles per hour. Like Jupiter there were long swathes of pink and orange smeared across the planetary surface indicating the presence of massive storms within the atmosphere.

Without glancing up, Abna said, “Once we get inside that atmosphere, we’ll have to rely on infrared vision to see much of the surface.”

““Get ready to switch it on,” the Amazon said. “We’re about to enter the atmosphere.”

On the huge screen, the image steadied. A huge oval mass of pale orange dominated everything as they dropped lower, just skimming the upper atmospheric levels.

More than any of the others, Abna knew something of what to expect—Jupiter but on a much more violent scale. To a race of creatures living on such a world, teleportation was perhaps the only means by which they could ever leave it and return safely. Even the Ultra, powerful as it was, was going to be stretched to the limit to survive down there.

Five minutes later, the Amazon sent the vessel deeper into the atmosphere. Beside her, Abna switched on the infrared scanner. There was no danger of crashing onto the surface; that still lay many miles below them. Something suddenly swept up from the depths and slammed against the bottom of the Ultra, throwing it around like a cork as the Amazon fought to keep them on a stable keel. Swiftly, she diverted more power to the engines.

Metal creaked and groaned around them as more shudders struck through the ship. There was very little visible on the forward viewer. The tremendous sheet of flaring hydrogen emitted little infrared radiation but seen through the side ports it was a glaring mass of eye-searing white.

Gripping the control console with all other strength, she somehow remained on their feet. Abna’s handsome face was taut with strain and apprehension as he came to stand beside her. “If you think this is bad. I’m afraid it’s going to get much worse before we reach the surface.”

“I’m well aware of that,” the Amazon retorted sharply.

“Are you sure the Ultra can take it? I realize the Ultra has managed the Jovian atmosphere a number of times, but this—”

“We’ll make it.” The Amazon spoke confidently but inwardly she was beginning to wonder if the ship could take all of the strain it was being subjected to. It had once passed through the violence of a cosmic storm that had tested it to the limit but here they were faced with violence on an unprecedented scale.

Massive tornados formed by the Coriolis forces in the planetary atmosphere, clutched at the Ultra, spinning it round like a top. Even with all of the Amazon’s skill and strength there was nothing they could do but wait when this happened until they were spun clear. The minutes were long periods of agony and dizziness dragging out until it seemed they would never come within sight of the surface.

Then Abna suddenly pointed. There on the infrared screen a massive jagged stretch of absolute blackness showed—a huge shelf of ice compressed into a form as solid and strong as steel. The image also showed something else. As Abna slowly focused the viewer they made out the cluster of domes, utterly dwarfed by the great glacier in the background.

“So this is where those creatures live,” the Amazon breathed softly. “I must say it’s not the kind of existence I would like even though you had to endure it, Abna.”

Somehow, Thania had pushed herself up on the couch and was staring hard at the screen. “Nor I,” she said fervently. “I much prefer the open sky over my head.”

“So we’ve found them,” Mexone said from the adjacent couch. “What do we do now? Blast them out of existence?”

“That would be the last thing I would suggest,” the Amazon admonished gently. “We mustn’t forget that in all likelihood Viona is held prisoner somewhere inside one of those domes.”

With a worried frown on his face, Abna said, “Well one thing is for sure. We cannot just land the Ultra and then make our way there. None of us would last more than a few seconds outside the Ultra even with our spacesuits.”

“Perhaps if we were to wear anti-gravity units we might make it,” Mexone suggested.

The Amazon considered that for a few moments. Then she looked up as another thought struck her. “There might be another way.”

“Oh?” Abna gave her a sharp glance. “What do you have in mind, Vi?”

“If she is somewhere in there, we’re now close enough to use our wrist communicators. If she’s still wearing hers we should be able to get in touch with her.”

“Of course.” Mexone nodded quickly. “Why didn’t we think of that before?”

“That might just work, I suppose.” Abna sounded dubious. “What we have to remember is that in these atmospheres there’s always a tremendous blast of radio emission. It may be powerful enough to swamp any signals we send.”

“Don’t be so pessimistic, Abna,” the Amazon said reprovingly. “We won’t know until we try.” She switched on her tele-communicator that was also equipped for audio signals.

As they had feared the picture was nothing but a confusing mass of colored streaks.

For brief moments, it steadied and they had a fragmentary glimpse of what appeared to be a bare wall. Clearly Viona had had the presence of mind to keep it switched on but they could obtain no information from what it showed.

Pressing the audio button, the Amazon said loudly, “Viona. Can you hear me?”

There was no answer. Only loud, hissing crackles came from the instrument. The Amazon tried again and this time she thought she caught disjointed words above the shrieking static.

“There was something there,” she said with a trace of excitement and relief in her voice. “I’m sure she heard me.”

“Then at least we know she’s still alive and hopefully unharmed,” Mexone said. “My guess is that she’s been taken prisoner and being held in some cell. But where? There must be a score of those domes clustered against that glacier wall and she could be in any one of them.”

“And we can’t risk destroying them for fear of killing her,” Thania put in.

The Amazon bit her lower lip in annoyance and frustration. There was no doubt in her mind that the fire power on board the Ultra would be sufficient to blast the domes but she dare not use it.

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

INSIDE the small cell, Viona had picked up the faint voice above the tremendous radio blast from the planet. It had been impossible to make out much of the message but she had recognized her mother’s voice. Since the audio range of the small communicators was extremely limited she knew that they had come to search for her and the Ultra must be somewhere close to where she was being held captive.

Even as the thought passed through her mind there was a sound at the door. It was that of a key being turned. Swiftly, she got to her feet and moved towards the door, holding her hands behind her back as if still shackled.

The door opened and two of the aliens stood there. One held a tray while the other, obviously a guard, stood back a little way evidently taking no chances. The latter made an abrupt gesture, waving her back into the cell. With a faint sense of dismay she noticed that neither of them wore a teleporter belt. Nevertheless, she did not intend to remain locked in the cell.

The Daranian carry ing the tray stepped forward, placed it on the table and then moved back towards the door. In that instant, Viona made her move. Gripping the Daranian around the middle, she hoisted him high over her head and held him there for a moment, noticing the look of stunned astonishment in the guard’s attitude. Not only had he expected her hands to be chained behind her back, but that a slim girl should possess such strength was unbelievable.

Before he could shake himself out of his frozen surprise, Viona hurled her captive through the doorway straight at him. Without a cry, he flew backward, hitting the far wall with stunning force, his companion on top of him.

A second later, she was standing over them, glancing quickly along the passage in both directions. It was empty. Bending, she gripped them both, twisting her steel-like fingers deeply into the rough cloth of their tunics. Straightening smoothly, she lifted them off the ground, one in each hand, holding them with their legs dangling limply for a moment before swinging them upward with her arms.

Their heads crashed together with bone-shattering force. Neither of them survived that crushing impact. Carrying them back into the cell, she threw them onto the floor, then left, shutting the door and turning the key in the lock. Thrusting the metal bolt back into place, she turned and ran swiftly along the passage.

Here there was a flight of stairs and she paused for a moment listening intently. She could hear nothing above the racketing din of the atmospheric chaos outside the dome to indicate the presence of any more guards. Swiftly, without making a sound, she ran up the stairs. At the top was a long narrow catwalk and peering over the metal rail she saw, far below here, the vast room full of machinery where she had first materialized.

For a moment, she hesitated. She had thought the cell in which she had been incarcerated was on the lowest level of the dome. Finding herself abruptly almost at the top took her completely by surprise. Then she pulled herself together. Crouching down, she ran forward.

It would not be long before those two Daranians were missed and once their bodies were discovered, the alarm would certainly be sounded. Already, however, a plan was forming in her agile mind. She now had a rough idea where she was—not far from the Controller’s room.

She had almost reached the far end of the catwalk when a hulking figure appeared around the corner. It was evident that the Daranian was more surprised at seeing her there than she was and this gave her the advantage. Before the other could move or utter a sound she had leapt the distance between them.

Her swinging le ft fist, with all of her superb strength behind it, hit the other on the jaw. His neck broken, the Daranian slumped back against the wall. Without breaking her stride, Viona jumped over the inert body. The passage at the end was empty. Quickly, she made her way to the door where she had been taken earlier.

Stepping back a couple of paces, she braced herself and then hurled herself forward. The door splintered and then crashed inside the room. Behind the desk, the Controller leapt swiftly to his feet. Consternation and bewilderment radiated from him. Then his right hand flashed towards a drawer in his desk.

But Viona was too quick for him. Tensing her legs, she thrust herself high into the air, somersaulting over the desk. Before the Controller could turn, her fingers were around his neck, gouging into the flesh. Desperately, Randor bent forward, lifting Viona from the floor. His hands came up, grasping her wrists as he struggled to break her hold.

This was something he had never expected. For all his strength, he could not break this girl’s hold. Bending her legs, Viona planted her feet hard against the wall at her back, then straightened, forcing the Controller forward over the desk until his head was hard against it.

Unable to break the steel grip, Randor’s struggles became slower and feebler until he collapsed limply as all of the air to his lungs and brain was cut off. Viona waited a moment and then released her hold around Randor’s neck. Grabbing him around the middle, she thrust the ungainly body sideways onto the floor.

Without a second glance, she pulled open the drawers of the desk. They were full of papers and various instruments whose purpose she could not guess at. Then, in the bottommost drawer she found what she was looking for. Taking out the belt she quickly strapped it around her waist.

She wished she had paid more attention to what her father had told her of teleportation, how it could be performed by mere thought. Had she listened at the time she might have been able to get herself out of this mess earlier. Now she prayed inwardly that these alien belts acted in a similar manner.

A sudden noise outside in the passage momentarily distracted her attention. Evidently those two bodies had been found and the entire dome was being searched by the guards.

Forcing herself to concentrate, she mentally visualized the interior of the control room on board the Ultra, fixing the image in her mind. Then she pressed the button on the front of the belt.

The room, and the figures of the guards who had suddenly appeared in the corridor just beyond the smashed door vanished. There was an instant on non-being too short to be fully taken in.

The next moment she was standing a couple of feet from the curving array of lights and switches on the Ultra s control console and the Crusaders were staring at her with utter amazement on their faces.

'“Welcome back, Viona!” Abna said hoarsely, stepping forward and patting her on the shoulder.

“Is that all you can say after what she’s obviously been through, Abna?” Mexone came over and hugged her tightly.

Obviously delighted by Viona’s appearance, the Amazon gave a broad smile. “We’ll hear about it all later,” she said briskly. “Right now we have a task to perform. My opinion of these creatures is that they’re both warlike and without any conscience.”

“They are,” Viona confirmed. “Those domes are full of machines making weapons. Randor, the Controller of one of them, told me that with the Zerzurans gone, they intend making war on other stellar systems.”

Nodding, the Amazon moved towards the array of switches and buttons that controlled the armament on board the vessel. “Then it’s my intention to remove as much of this menace as possible.” Calmly, she checked the readings and then returned her gaze to the viewing screen where the cluster of domes showed intermittently through the blinding flashes of radio emission.

Pressing down a switch she sent a super-x-hydrogen bomb streaking through the holocaust outside the vessel. A short distance away, Abna wrestled with the controls, struggling to keep the Ultra as steady as possible. Although nothing was visible of the bomb itself, its impact was unmistakable.

The vivid orange glare lit up the entire nightmare landscape. Three of the tightly-clustered domes literally disintegrated as the nuclear blast shattered them into flying fragments. The Daranians inside had no chance. Those not killed by the explosions died instantly as they were exposed to the highly poisonous atmosphere.

Even as the Amazon turned the sights onto the remaining domes, several bright flashes were visible as the Daranians retaliated. Spotting them instantly, she called urgently, “Is the force screen up, Abna?”

“It’s been up and at maximum power ever since we entered this atmosphere,” Abna replied.

Ten seconds later, the missiles exploded against the side of the Ultra. From one of the ports, Thania called, “They’ve hit us but I don’t see any sign of damage.”

“Good.” Nodding, the Amazon fired four more of the super- x-hydrogen bombs against the remaining domes. This time the force of the explosions, coming so close together, was felt on board the vessel as the detonation wave passed over them.

It took all of Abna’s strength and concentration to bring the Ultra back onto an even keel, fighting the turbulence of the explosions and the cyclonic hurricanes that still ripped through the Daranian atmosphere.

Holding on against the jolting shudders that passed through the ship, the Amazon said sharply: “That would seem to have put an end to those buildings. There will almost certainly be others dotted around on the surface.”

“That’s undoubtedly true,” Abna replied. “But it would take far too long to search for them. I suggest we leave that for a later date and get back to that other world. There are still a lot of unanswered questions concerning that planet.”

All of the Amazon’s instincts were against such a course. Now that they were here, her natural ruthlessness and grim intent to wipe out every vestige of this warlike race had control of her emotions. Fighting it down, however, she had to recognize the wisdom in her husband’s words.

In this hellish atmosphere where the tornados and electrical storms were of an unprecedented fury, it would take ages to search every bit of the surface and already the Ultra was nearing the limit of what it could take. Acquiescing reluctantly, she stood back from the armament controls as Abna guided the ship upwards through the atmosphere and towards outer space. Although they had delivered a crushing blow against this enemy—and got Viona back safely—she felt certain they had not seen the last of these creatures.

An hour later, after a short journey through hyperspace, the Ultra was cruising above the surface of Zerzura. In the distance, close to the terminator between night and day, they spotted a range of mountains, clearly visible against the deepening violet twilight.

Standing in front of the controls, the Amazon said, “It would seem that with every single member of this race inexplicably gone, there’s no source of information available to us.”

She turned quickly as Viona called sharply from where she was standing beside one of the viewing windows. “There’s something over there. They’re buildings of some kind but quite different from those of the cities we've examined.”

The Amazon was beside her within seconds, peering over her shoulder as Viona pointed urgently. She saw instantly what her daughter meant. Their peaks covered in snow, the mountains now completely dominated the skyline ahead and cutting deeply into one of them, not far below the summit, was a long, broad valley and on this relatively smooth surface was a cluster of domed buildings.

As Viona had said, they bore little resemblance to the artistically beautiful houses they had seen earlier. Here apart from a few hemispherical domes, there were stark, straight lines and clearly these had been erected for purposes other than being simply lived in.

“Now that is worth a look,” the Amazon said after a few moments' reflection. “Do you think you can land the Ultra close to them, Abna?”

Abna nodded. “I reckon I can put the vessel down within a few hundred yards of them. Fortunately that valley is just below the snowline and reasonably flat.”

The Ultra landed smoothly on a wide, smooth ledge. It was now almost night; the purple sun had dropped below the horizon, but there was no real darkness. Instead, there was a prismatic play of colors over the rocks from the other suns in the cluster, much more brilliant that any starlight the Amazon could remember from Earth.

By their combined light, the Crusaders climbed down the ladder and then trudged up the steep incline leading to the small group of buildings. The door of the nearest building proved to be locked, but using his welder, Abna soon burned through it, thrusting the door open with a powerful lunge of his shoulder. Lights came on automatically in glittering rows along the ceiling as he stepped inside.

It was immediately obvious what the place was—a laboratory. Every kind of chemical apparatus was there, burners, test tubes, microscopes, flasks of every size and shape. On the shelves above the benches were bottles containing numerous powders and liquids. As with the houses they had seen earlier, every piece of equipment was spotless and in its place.

At the far end of the laboratory was a much larger piece of apparatus that Abna studied for a moment before saying, “This seems to be a highly sophisticated electron microscope. Clearly, as far as science is concerned, these people were extremely advanced. I doubt if there is much we would be able to teach them.”

“What do you make of this, father?” Viona had walked to the door at the side of the laboratory and thrown it open. Lights had come on the moment the door was opened and she was pointing to something inside the room.

The others joined her at once. The room was much smaller than the main laboratory. It was empty apart from a large circular table in the center. As they crowded around it, the Amazon walked forward, bending slightly to examine the surface. Etched on it were numerous strange symbols.

Musingly, pursing her lips into a hard, tight line, the Amazon said, “If I didn’t know better. I’d say these symbols are similar to those used by the alchemists during the Middle Ages on Earth.”

“Perhaps they are,” Viona remarked.

“Somehow, I doubt that very much,” her mother said.

Thania lifted her head from studying them. “Why?”

“Alchemy was the forerunner of chemistry,” Abna explained. “The old alchemists were more preoccupied with magic and the occult though they did make several important discoveries. They had two goals. Firstly, they searched for the philosopher’s stone, which was reputed to turn base metals like lead into gold. Secondly, they believed they could find the elixir of life that would make them virtually immortal.

“It wasn’t until more than a century later, that chemistry began to be studied scientifically,” the Amazon added. “Whoever these people are, I would not have expected to find alchemy and chemistry side by side in this way. This is almost certainly their language and unfortunately we have no means of translating it.”

While she had been speaking, the Amazon had been running her gaze over the symbols. Now, she noticed a strange thing about them. They were arranged in a peculiar order and seemed to be drawing her attention to a spot on the circumference as if telling her something.

Moving round to the far side she instantly noticed the indentation at the very edge in the otherwise flat surface. The depression seemed to be in the shape of a human hand.

Almost without thinking, she placed her right hand on it and pressed slightly.

For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then a faint hum sounded from somewhere and a tiny spot of green light appeared in the exact center. As they watched, fascinated, it expanded swiftly until it covered the entire surface, glowing in the harsh actinic light from overhead.

“Take care, Amazon,” Mexone said wamingly. “There could be danger here. We don’t know what this is.”

He made to say something more but at that moment, a large glowing sphere appeared in the middle, flowing out of the table and rising smoothly into the air until it hovered motionless at the level of their startled gaze.

A face appeared within the shining depths. It was that of an old man with stern, but kindly, features. His skin was of a pale greenish color but apart from that he looked like an Earthling. The lips did not move and there was no sound. Instead, words formed deep inside their minds.

“I am speaking to you directly into the audio and language centers in your brains so that you may understand me with no language difficulties. Since this instrument has been activated it can only mean that you are strangers to Zerzura, beings from the world of another sun possibly light years distant.

“If you can understand me, heed my warning well. Leave Zerzura at once and do not return or that evil and sickness which befell my race will also befall you. We were a peace-loving people who attained the highest possible levels of scientific, cultural and technological knowledge. We banished all ills from our world and extended our lives until we became virtually immortal.

“We learned the movements of the stars in the heavens even though we lacked the means to reach them. We knew the secrets of the atoms and so as to make Zerzura a virtual paradise, we developed an electromagnetic tunnel of great power, a gateway through space. By this means we brought suns from many parts of the galaxy to give added beauty to our night sky.

“Formally centuries we lived an idyllic life but then we made a grave mistake. We brought the green sun from a far-distant cluster and unknowingly, we brought with it the Evil. Soon the sickness came upon us and we were forced to leave Zerzura by the only avenue of escape open to us. By using our minds we are able to suppress the mental effects for relatively long periods but this has only slowed the progress of the sickness.

“Now we must travel endlessly, seeking the means of combating it and. hopefully, destroying it so that eventually we may return. Once again, I repeat my warning. Leave this planet at once!”

The voice faded, leaving only silence within their minds. In front of them, the image flicked out of existence and a moment later, the shining globe descended until it touched the surface and vanished. The overall brightness on the table contracted into a small dot before it disappeared.

The Crusaders stood silent, staring at each other in shocked puzzlement. Finally, the Amazon said, ““So now we know a little of what has happened here. Clearly that green sun was the source of everything that happened to them. Unfortunately, for all the questions answered, there are twice as many to which we have no answers.”

Abna nodded. “You were absolutely right, Vi, when you speculated that this system is artificial. But just think of the energy required to move individual suns across tens, probably hundreds, of light years. It’s beyond anything we can conceive.”

“Yet for all their knowledge, they were unable to defend themselves against the evil that man spoke of,” Viona put in. “If they were helpless with all their scientific know-how, I shudder to think what it can be.”

The Amazon looked at each of them in turn. “Did any of you make anything more of that message, anything we haven’t thought of?”

“Just one thing,” Mexone replied.

“What was that?” the Amazon asked. “At the moment, I’m willing to consider anything no matter how fanciful it may seem.”

“He said they had to travel endlessly along the only escape route open to them. I think we’ve already established that, in spite of their advanced knowledge, they didn’t have spaceflight. So where else could they go to travel endlessly?”

For a moment, Abna’s handsome features were creased in puzzlement. Then his face cleared. “There’s only one answer to that, Mexone. If they didn’t travel through space, they must be traveling in time.”

“That’s it!” the Amazon exclaimed. “Somehow, this sickness he spoke of reached such a stage they all went forward in time, seeking a cure for it and also some means of destroying whatever this evil is.”

“But is that possible?” Thania looked dubious. “I know you have time travel apparatus aboard the Ultra, but an entire race—”

The Amazon shrugged her slender shoulders. “Without knowing anything of this race, any conclusions we reach are only speculative. I would say that, unlike the scientists of Earth and other worlds we’ve explored, who put most of their scientific know-how into developing interstellar travel, they branched out in the other direction and eventually developed a workable time machine. As Thania remarked, we have one on board the Ultra which is simple to operate.”

She glanced at her wrist chronometer. “We’ll make a search tomorrow. It’s already getting late.”

The others agreed and together they made their way out of the laboratory into the open. The Ultra stood waiting, its huge bulk outlined against the varying light of the glowing suns of the cluster. Behind then, the lights inside the laboratory went off automatically.

The next moment, a pencil-thin beam of light speared through the air just above their heads and struck the wall just behind them sending incandescent sparks flying in all directions!

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

THE attack was so sudden, so completely unexpected, that for a moment the Crusaders remained immobile. Then, instinct reflexes took over and they dived for the cover of the nearby rocks. There was no indication of where the attacker was hidden. Tensely, they searched the numerous shadows and waited for a second shot which would give away the other’s position.

“You think it’s another of the Daranians?” Thania whispered.

“It has to be,” the Amazon replied grimly. “Evidently they’re determined to wipe us out after what we did on their world. I should have expected this.”

Gritting her teeth with frustration when no further shot came, the Amazon wormed her way forward, motioning the others to remain under cover. Swiftly, she slithered across the hard ground. Keeping her head down, she flung herself against a large boulder, easing the disintegrator from her belt.

Slowly, an inch at a time, she lifted her head to peer around the edge of the rock. She could see nothing. There was no movement anywhere to give away the position of the attacker. Then a second sizzling blast lanced through the air just above the ground where her companions were crouched. Now there was no doubt in her mind. The fire had come from a line of huge rocks some fifty yards away.

Turning her head slightly, she called, “Keep me covered.”

“Don’t be a fool, Vi,” Abna’s voice reached her from the dimness. “That’s completely open ground out there. You’ll never make it.”

“Just do as I say,” she replied with a note of iron in her tone.

Knowing there was nothing they could say or do to dissuade her once she had made up her mind the others sent a concentrated barrage of blaster fire at the rocks in the distance. Getting her legs under her, the Amazon waited for a moment; then flung herself around the edge of the boulder.

Crouching down, she wove from side to side as she propelled herself forward with all the speed she could muster. A blast scoured a furrow through the ground within a couple of inches of her right foot, kicking up a spurt of dust. Wherever this attacker was, he was still holding his position, pinned down by the combined fire of the other Crusaders.

Reaching the high wall of rock, the Amazon crouched against it for a moment, straining to pick out any sound of movement nearby. There was none. The silence pressed in on her from all sides. Replacing the disintegrator, she reached up, her fingers clenching hard into the rock, finding projections with which to pull herself up.

At the top, she hesitated on her hands and knees, searching the dimness all around her for some sign of their assailant. The brilliant stars of the cluster threw faint, strange shadows all around her but none of them moved. Having glimpsed her climbing the steep wall of rock, the Crusaders had now ceased firing for fear of hitting her.

The spot where she had pinpointed the enemy to be was about ten yards away and at a much higher level than she was. This was not going to be easy, she decided, but there was no point in remaining where she was. If at all possible, she wanted to take this killer alive.

Sucking in a deep breath, she sprang forward, thrusting herself up the steep incline. As she reached the top, she spotted the sudden movement and an instant later, a half-seen shape launched itself straight for her. Had she not been prepared for something like this, she would certainly have been bowled over by the impact and sent rolling down the slope.

Instead, she braced herself, catching the figure around the middle with both hands and lifting the Daranian off the ground. Only then did she realize that there was something odd about her assailant. At first, she thought it was her eyes playing tricks with her vision. The thing was manlike, taller by far than herself, yet all she could really see was an outline.

Unlike Viona, she had not seen one close-up and was taken momentarily off balance by what she saw. So much so that she almost released her hold. The next moment, a pair of incredibly strong hands was clamped around her throat. Desperately, she sucked in a gasp of air. There was one thing about the Daranian who had her in his grip: he was immensely strong.

Releasing her hold on the other’s body, she thrust her arms up between the throttling hands and, exerting all of her strength, she slowly forced them apart. The grip around her throat fell away. But the respite was only momentary. Hands clasped hers in a steel-like grip, thrusting her back towards the rim of the rocks, striving to throw her over the edge. Towering over her, the Daranian drove all his weight and strength down upon her, bending her back until her head hung over the twenty foot drop behind her.

Bending her legs slightly, the Amazon pulled her assailant forward, off balance. At the same time, she pushed upward with a stupendous heave of her arms. Super-strong muscles lifted the figure high into the air, jerking forward at the same time. With a savage wrench, she pulled her hands free and her assailant flew through the air over her head and then dropped onto the rocks below.

Straightening, the Amazon turned swiftly expecting to see her attacker lying there on the ground, if not dead, at least stunned by the impact. But amazingly, the Daranian pushed itself upright as if the fall had caused no effect and an instant later he sped swiftly out of sight into the distance. Seeing what had happened, the others came running up, still holding their weapons ready.

“What in the name of cosmos was that?” Mexone called as the Amazon ran lightly down the rock-strewn slope.

“Another of those creatures from that other planet,” she replied, shaking her head, still bewildered by what she had seen.

“One thing is certain however.” She turned towards Viona. “In spite of wiping out that entire collections of domes there must still be hundreds of them still alive.”

“I caught a glimpse of it when you threw it off the top of those rocks,” Abna interposed. “Just a blurred outline—nothing more.”

“That’s exactly what it was, the outline of something resembling a human being, easily as tall as you Abna, and incredibly strong.”

Wrinkling her brow, the Amazon went on: “Now that creature has gone, let’s get back on board the Ultra and try to sort things out.”

This they did, settling in the chairs in the large observation room from which it was possible to see everything going on around them. In the subdued lighting, Abna spoke first. “What have we got so far? At some time—we don’t know how long ago—all the inhabitants of Zerzura left this world en masse because of some evil, some sickness, which struck them. According to that image we saw, this evil came when they brought the green sun into this cluster.

“Wherever this race went, all of our observations suggest that it could not be into space since we’ve seen no evidence they possessed spaceships. Even if they had, it would have required hundred, possibly thousands, such vessels.”

The Amazon suddenly leaned forward in her seat. “Then that backs up the suggestion that they must have traveled in time.”

“Then all we have to do is travel forward in time until we catch up with them,” Viona said excitedly. “The Ultra has the necessary time-traveling equipment. Once we get a lot more information from them, we may be able to help them.”

“That’s possible, of course,” Abna agreed.

Glancing up from his chair, Mexone said. “There’s just one problem with that. We don’t know whether they went into the past or the future.”

Thania spoke up. “Of course they’d go into the future. That image said they were trying to find a cure for this sickness that struck them down. They wouldn’t find that in the past, would they?” She looked at the Amazon as she spoke.

“No, they wouldn’t,” the Amazon replied. “But Mexone is right too. There is one way they could prevent all of this and that is by going back into the past to the time when they inadvertently brought that green sun into this system and changing time by not bringing it here.”

“Now you’re getting me all mixed up,” the teenager protested. “If they have done that—why is that green sun still here?”

The Amazon shrugged. “Maybe that’s because—” She broke off sharply at a sudden, totally unexpected sound.

The Ultras power plant started with a thin, whining roar that shattered the silence.

Before any of them could move, the power was transferred to the recoil jets. The Ultra began to rise from the planetary surface cleaving swiftly into the night sky.

“What’s happening?” Thania cried jumping from her chair.

Without answering her, Abna got swiftly to his feet and ran towards the main instrument console, staring down at the switches. Struggling against the ever-increasing velocity, the other Crusaders thrust themselves forward. Fighting the crushing acceleration, the Amazon came to stand beside Abna.

“This is impossible,” she said tersely. “I designed those engines myself and there is no way they can have stalled themselves and there’s no one else on board the vessel. Unless—”

“Unless what?” Abna demanded. “If you have some explanation, Vi, spit it out now. It won’t be long before we approach light velocity.”

“Unless, somehow, that Daranian I threw off the top of that cliff managed to get on board the Ultra while we were back there talking. We all noticed that the fall didn’t appear to injure him and he disappeared into the darkness. Since we believed there were none of them around here so far from the nearest city, the airlock was left open.”

“You mean that thing is here—on the ship?” Shocked alarm tinged Thania’s voice.

From in front of the controls, Abna said, “It’s no use, Vi. I can’t reduce our velocity. The switches don’t respond. Somehow, that thing has managed to by-pass the main controls, locking these at the same time. At the moment, the controls here are completely useless.”

Holding onto the panel with steel-hard fingers, the Amazon fought to clear her mind. If this was, indeed, the work of that alien, he could be anywhere on this huge vessel and the fact that he would be almost invisible against the background, would make it even more difficult to find him.

“We’d better think of something quickly,” Viona said urgently. “Already we’re heading into deep space.”

What she said was true. In the viewing screen. Zerzura had already dwindled to a mere dot and they were now cutting a path through the clustered suns.

The Amazon’s highly trained and coordinated mind made a number of decisions almost simultaneously. “I want you to remain here Abna,” she said thinly. “He may decide to come here and destroy all of these controls. The rest of us will split up, take different sections of the ship and hunt down this creature. All of you have your blasters ready and keep your wrist communicators turned on. Whoever spots the Daranian first give a yell and the rest of us will come running. This alien is obviously highly intelligent—and deadly. He’s also armed. If you see him, don’t hesitate. Shoot to kill. You may not get a second chance.”

“Is it absolutely necessary to kill him?” Abna asked. “If we can take him alive, I may be able to question him. At the moment all we know about them is what Viona has been able to tell us.”

“Viona and I have already had a run-in with these aliens,” the Amazon snapped harshly. “They are cold-blooded killers with not a scrap of decency or conscience.”

Turning to the others, she repeated her earlier command. “The moment you see him, kill him. You understand?”

Three heads nodded in unison. “Good. Then move! There’s very little time left.”

She waited until the others had gone, running from the room after deciding among themselves which areas each would search. Then, checking her weapon, she ran along the outer corridor towards the engine room. The thick steel-and-lead door was closed but it opened slowly under her hand. The room was one that was rarely entered: these massive engines had been designed to perform faultlessly, taking them even to the furthermost parts of the galaxy and beyond.

Holding her blaster in readiness, she slowly lowered herself down the ladder onto the floor. Towering on both sides of her, the huge engines roared as they propelled the Ultra further into deep space. Here, inside the room, the din was deafening. Eyes alert for the slightest movement, she worked her way along them. It took her less than ten minutes to ascertain that the chamber was empty.

Going back up the ladder, she closed the heavy door behind her and then spoke to all of the others on her communicator: “Has anyone seen anything of this intruder?”

All of the replies were negative. Wherever the Daranian was he was not going to be easy to locate it. “All right. Keep searching. He has to be somewhere.”

Turning, she glanced towards the rear of the vessel. Something moved at the edge of her vision. It was just a flicker, a brief glimpse, but it was enough. “He’s here, towards the rear of the vessel,” she called urgently. “I’m going after him. The rest of you get here as soon as possible. Watch every corridor in case he tries to slip past us.”

Swiftly, she ran forward to the point where the movement had caught her attention. In this area there were several storerooms, most of them filled with highly specialized equipment. All of the doors were shut and she knew the alien could be in any one of them waiting to pounce the moment she entered.

Pressing herself hard against the passage wall, she thrust the first door open with the flat of her hand. When nothing happened, she threw herself inside, dropping behind a large packing case. Without making a sound, she eased herself around it.

A few moments later she picked out the harsh clatter of feet outside in the corridor as the others came running up. After checking that the room was empty, she joined them. Pointing along the corridor, she snapped, “Check all of these storerooms. That creature has to be somewhere around here.'’

A thorough search, however, revealed nothing. There was no sight of him in any of the rooms.

“You’re absolutely certain you saw him, mother?” Viona asked.

“Of course Tm sure. It was just a flicker of movement but it was enough.”

“Then unless this alien can pass through solid metal walls, where is he?” Mexone sounded perplexed and it showed through on his face. “He can’t go much further back from here or he will find himself in the propulsion system and I doubt if even a Daranian can withstand the temperature of the ionized gases coming from the exhausts.”

Like the others, the Amazon experienced the same puzzlement, the same sense of bewilderment, as she tried to figure out just what kind of being this was who now represented such a danger to them all.

She was on the point of saying something and then stopped as a thought occurred to her. It was something she had not considered before.

“All of you come with me,” she said quickly.

For a moment, the others stared at her in sudden surprise. “You know where this thing is?” Thania asked.

“No, but it’s just come to me how he managed to interfere with the Ultra's drive which is now sending us out into space.”

Running swiftly along the corridor with the others close on her heels, she headed for the compartment in the center of the ship where the acceleration couches were arranged. Each had a small subsidiary bank of controls beside them, all compact, and all interconnected to the master switches in the control room.

“This is the only place where he could have started the drive and interfered with the controls. Now if I can locate where that alien locked the drive, I think I can fix it so that Abna will have control of the Ultra again.”

She motioned towards the door. “I want you to keep a sharp look-out in case he makes an appearance. If that creature should guess what I’m trying to do, he will almost certainly do everything he can to stop me.”

While the Amazon examined each of the small control boards in turn, the other three Crusaders took up their positions at the door, their weapons ready. Taking a small instrument from her belt and working swiftly, the Amazon moved her fingers along the buttons, checking each one meticulously with the energy detector until she found the one she wanted.

Very carefully, forcing herself to concentrate, she removed the outer covering, exposing the maze of slender wires beneath. As she had suspected, the wiring had been subtly altered and in such a way that it might damage the engines themselves with a tremendous overload of power if she made the slightest mistake.

The sudden sound of a disintegrator reached her from the doorway and a moment later, Viona called urgently. “He’s in the corridor!”

The Amazon deliberately ignored her daughter’s shout, focusing every ounce of her concentration on the task in hand. It was up to the others to give her the time she needed to rectify what the alien had done. In the correct sequence, she slowly disconnected the wires from the switches. Then, with the small welder from her belt, she welded them back into their correct positions. It was slow and painstaking work. All the time, there was the knowledge in the forefront of her mind that the smallest error could prove disastrous.

More noise came from the corridor behind her but with a mighty effort of will power she thrust it into the background of her mind. Finally, the job was completed and the outer casing was screwed back into place.

Over her wrist communicator, she called, “I’ve repaired the controls, Abna. It should be possible to start slowing the ship.”

A few seconds later, his voice came back, “You’re right, Vi. I’ve got the Ultra under control again and will begin decelerating. Where is that alien now?”

“Outside in the corridor. The others are holding him off.”

“Good. You'd all better prepare yourselves for deceleration. I’m giving the forward rockets full power in fifteen seconds.”

All four Crusaders held on as the Ultra shuddered. Rushing into the corridor, the Amazon took in the situation with a single glance. The Daranian was standing at the far end of the passage, just visible as a blurred outline. The weapon in his hand went off' a second later but the abrupt change from acceleration to deceleration clearly took him by surprise.

He fell back hard against a bulkhead and the flaring heat ray scored a deep furrow in the wall a few inches above the Amazon’s head. Aiming swiftly, she squeezed the stud of her blaster but the alien had recovered in a moment, hurling himself sideways and down into a crouch and her shot missed.

Without turning her head, the Amazon hissed, “Get back to the control room and stay there. I’ll hold this thing off.”

Without questioning her order, the trio turned and ran back along the corridor. Lowering her blaster, the Amazon fired another shot that should have hit the alien in the chest. But then something incredible happened, something the Amazon would not have believed possible.

Twisting, the shape fell sideways against the steel wall. The next instant, he had vanished, melting into the metal. The Amazon stared unbelievingly at the spot; then went warily forward, running her tree hand over the wall. There was nothing there to tell her how the Daranian had passed through it.

Although the creature had been wearing a transporter belt she was sure he had not touched anything on it and the only answer she could think of was that, somehow, the Daranians could alter the orientation of the atoms and molecules of their bodies. Now she recalled they had witnessed something like this for themselves when the Ultra had been lowered through the outer shell of that planet of the pulsating sun they had recently visited.

Turning, she ran back to the control room where she found the others grouped around the large visiscreen. Hearing her come in, Abna said, “I estimate we’re approximately eight billion miles from that cluster. We were traveling almost at light speed when the controls returned to normal. I’ve now succeeded in cutting it down to less than a quarter of that.”

“Never mind about that for the moment,” the Amazon said harshly. “The main thing is to find some way of getting rid of this intruder before he does any real damage. Apparently he can pass through these walls as readily as if they didn’t exist.”

Abna’s face twisted into a grimace of apprehension. “If he can do that, he can appear at any moment, anywhere, and without warning.”

“He can pick us off one by one before we’re aware of his presence,” Mexone put in. “At the moment, it seems there’s nothing we can do against him.”

“We have one advantage over him,” Abna said after a brief pause. “Somehow, I doubt if he can pass through the walls of this cabin, although it’s possible he has tried. I doubt if he came into this room so he can’t visualize it and use his transporter as Viona did.”

“Why is that?” Thania queried. “The walls all look the same to me.”

“The structure of these walls is highly unusual. They’re made of an amalgam of steel and collapsed atoms. This combines terrific density and terrific strength. My guess is this alien can’t pass through anything like that.”

Viona spread her hands wide. “But what difference does that make? It means we’re literally trapped here while that monster can do anything he likes to the rest of the vessel. Why—he could even cut off our air supply.”

“That’s true, but—” Abna began when the Amazon stopped him.

“Viona, you're a genius. You’ve given me an idea. It’s going to be tricky—and risky—but it might work if we all do exactly as I say.”

“What do you have in mind, Amazon?” Mexone asked.

“First, we all get into our spacesuits, together with full air tanks.”

Thania stared at her, surprised. “Surely you’re not suggesting we all go outside the ship?”

The Amazon gave a grim smile. “No, Thania, we’re not going outside—that creature is!”

Once they were all suited up and the helmet radios were working, the Amazon said, “Now comes the tricky bit. I want you all to work your way through the vessel and make sure that all of the doors, to every single compartment, storeroom and the engine room, are wide open. That creature may attack you, so keep your eyes open. I have the feeling he believes himself to be far superior to us and that might be his downfall. Just as long as he doesn’t suspect what we’re doing. Make it appear that you’re still searching for him. I’m also hoping he will think we’re suited up because we mean to abandon the Ultra.”

Ten minutes later, they all reported back. The Daranian had not appeared and made no effort to interfere with any of them. For the moment he seemed content to remain out of sight.

“All right,” the Amazon said determinedly. “Now to see if my plan works.”

Leaving the others, she made her way along the corridor towards the main airlock. She had the feel of eyes, alert and malevolent, watching her all the way. Then, just as she reached the airlock, the alien appeared some twenty yards away.

It was impossible to determine whether, at the last moment, he had guessed her intention. Swiftly, he lifted the weapon in his hand, aiming it directly at her. Gripping the rail by her side with one hand, her free hand flashed down, pressing the button on the wall. Instantly, the airlock slid aside on its runners. Before the Daranian could fire the weapon, all of the air inside the Ultra swept irresistibly out of the ship into space.

The Amazon had the briefest glimpse of the alien being sucked along the corridor, tumbling over and over, and out of the vessel. Standing inside the opening as the last of the air rushed past her, she saw the shape spiraling away into the utter darkness, turning and twisting before it finally vanished.


CHAPTER SIX

 

BACK in the control room, Abna pressed the switch that brought in the auxiliary air supply. Only when this was done and the air pressure back to normal did they divest themselves of the spacesuits.

“You did it, Amazon,” were Thania’s first words. “We saw him through the observation ports shooting away into space. Now the danger is over what do we do now—return to that strange star cluster?”

“That’s what I have in mind,” the Amazon replied. “There is still work for us to do there. We may have destroyed that alien but there are still unanswered questions. I want to take a close look at that green sun which seems to have been the cause of all this trouble.”

At the controls, Abna said, “We appear to have slowed down enough to try to turn the ship but we’re now a tremendous distance from those suns. Fortunately it shouldn’t be too difficult to pick them out. Being an artificial configuration, there won’t be many others like them.”

Manipulating the controls with deft movements of his fingers, he slowly eased the great vessel into a wide curve until it was facing back along the direction they had come. Scanning the view on the large screen, Viona suddenly pointed. “That must be the cluster. There’s nothing else like it anywhere else.”

Glancing over her shoulder, Mexone affirmed. “She’s right. But we must have traveled a tremendous distance while that creature was on board.”

“I’d say we’re more than a billion miles from it,” Abna remarked after a moment’s reflection. “Do we slip into the fourth dimension, Vi?”

The Amazon pondered that for a few seconds; then shook her blonde head. “No, just stabilize our course and then put the ship on automatic just below light velocity. I think we all need a short rest after what has just happened and we may as well take it on the journey back.”

The others nodded assent and while they ate, they resumed the conversation which had been so rudely interrupted when the Ultra had blasted off' from Zerzura. There was much to discuss. The intervention of that alien monster was something they had not anticipated.

Leaning forward, Mexone began, “Those Daranians from that other world—could they be the evil that image spoke about?”

“It’s possible,” the Amazon admitted. “But unfortunately that image gave us very little real information. A lot of it was ambiguous. He said the Evil came with the green sun. As far as we know, the Daranians have no connection with the green sun. They must have been brought here from some entirely different region of the galaxy. And there was also mention of a sickness that had attacked the population. To my mind, that would suggest a pandemic disease.”

“A plague?” Thania’s voice held an edge of alarm. “But if that was what happened, why haven’t we been affected?”

“There could be a number of reasons,” Abna explained. “All of this may have happened several centuries ago. In that time, whatever organism caused it may have either died out—or mutated into another form which is innocuous.”

“Or since we are different from the Zerzurans, our immune systems are such that it cannot attack us,” Viona said.

“That’s right,” the Amazon nodded. “It would seem that our bodies are resistant to it. Once we get there, I think we should examine this green sun pretty thoroughly and see if we can get any answers.”

This was where the conversation ended. Retiring to their couches, they slept while the Ultra carried them through the endless darkness towards the cluster of stars. It was several hours later when they woke. The Amazon was the first to stir, making her way to the control room where she stared into the large viewing screen that was focused on the region into which they were now heading. During the hours that had passed, the huge spaceship had covered most of the distance and was now cruising towards the green sun. The instruments and computer had performed flawlessly and the strange disc now lay in the exact center of the screen.

She had already reduced their forward velocity until the Ultra was traveling at only five thousand miles an hour when Abna arrived. He was followed closely by Mexone and Viona. Ten minutes later and Thania had still not put in an appearance.

Worriedly, the Amazon said, “Why isn't Thania with you? She should have wakened by now.”

“She was still sleeping on her couch when we left,” Viona replied. As an afterthought, she added: “It isn’t like her to miss any of the action. Perhaps I should go see if she’s all right.”

“Do that,” Abna said.

It was five minutes later when Viona burst into the control room. Her face was twisted into a grimace of concern. “I think there’s something wrong with Thania,” she exclaimed a trifle breathlessly. “I can’t waken her.”

“Just stay with the controls, Vi,” Abna said quickly. “I’ll go and check on her. This may be something or nothing.”

When he returned he looked even more worried than Viona. Without waiting for the Amazon to say anything, he said, “Put the vessel on automatic. Vi and come with me. This is far more serious than I thought.”

Wordlessly, the Amazon followed him to the large chamber in the middle of the Ultra. The teenager lay on her couch, her eyes closed. Bending over her, the Amazon immediately noticed the greenish pallor of the girl’s features. Nor was this strange color confined to her face. It had spread along her arms and legs and clearly covered the whole of her body. Her features drawn with concern, the Amazon straightened and stared directly at her husband, “What is it? Do you have any idea?”

Abna shook his head. “This is no disease or infection I’ve ever come across before. It’s only a guess but I would say she has the same sickness as that image spoke of, that which attacked the entire Zerzuran population.”

“But that doesn’t make sense. From what that Zerzuran told us, I assumed that the sickness and the Evil were linked, that the Daranians were the carriers. If that were so, I and Viona are the only ones to have come into direct contact with them—so why Thania?”

“It could be because she comes from a different world to the rest of us. Her immune system is not the same as ours. That also applies to Mexone of course, but his physical powers have been enhanced for far longer than Thania’s, our newest recruit. As to why you haven’t been affected, even though you and Viona came into contact with those aliens, I think it’s because this sickness was pandemic on this world. In other words, the Daranians are not a carriers.”

“Then is there anything you can do for her?” Viona inquired. “Use your metaphysical skills to find the cause, whether it’s a bacterium or a virus, and cure her.”

“I’ll try but on this occasion I can’t guarantee I’ll succeed. Whatever is the cause of this sickness, it’s something we’ve never encountered before. For all we know it may be some poison in the atmosphere.”

Placing his hand gently on the teenager’s forehead, he concentrated, forcing all external distractions from his mind. He remained like that for more than ten minutes while the others watched intently. Finally, he removed his hand, shaking his head.

“It’s no use, Vi. For the first time in my life, this is something beyond me. As far as I can determine this is nothing caused by some alien organism. If it were, I might have a chance of eliminating it from her body.”

“Then what can it be? She obviously has a high temperature and there’s that green pigmentation of her skin.”

“I only wish I knew. At the moment, all we can do is keep an eye on her.”

“I’ll watch her,” Viona volunteered. “If there’s any change at all in her condition I’ll let you know right away.”

Reluctantly, the others returned to the control room. “We’ve arrived at our destination,” the Amazon said, inclining her head towards the screen. “Since the four-dimensional journey seems to have been uneventful, my guess is that there was no repeat of that spatial tornado effect we encountered on first approaching this system. Clearly that tunnel—or whatever it is—does not exist in hyperspace.”

Glancing at her husband, she noticed the puzzled expression on his face. “You seem surprised by that,” she said finally.

“I am a little,” he answered. “I’ll admit your theory that this is an artificial arrangement of suns seemed far-fetched at first but then it was confirmed by that image we saw. Yet the only way matter of any kind, either a spaceship like the Ultra—or a sun—can travel vast distances is through the fourth dimension.”

The Amazon knew immediately what he meant. They had just demonstrated that this strange tunnel did not operate within hyperspace, yet six of these suns had been brought hundreds of light years across space.

“Then the only explanation I can think of at the moment is that they either brought them here via normal space even though that would take hundreds of years—or they knew of dimensions other than hyperspace,” she said finally. “At present, however, that is of little consequence. I’ve already searched this region with the high-powered telescope. There’s no sign of any planets, not even smaller bodies of asteroidal dimensions, orbiting this sun. The space around it seems to be completely empty.”

“Then that would suggest that it’s the sun itself which was responsible for this evil and sickness,” Mexone said.

Creasing her brows, the Amazon said, “To me it looks just like an ordinary sun, except for the color of course.”

“Let’s see what the spectrum can tell us,” Abna pressed a button on the panel and waited for a moment until the narrow band of colors flashed onto the bottom of the screen. Leaning forward, he scanned it carefully, lips pressed into a tight line.

“What exactly are you looking for?” Mexone asked.

Pointing, Abna said, “You’ll see that there are a number of dark lines crossing the spectrum. As you know, each chemical element has its own unique set of lines in the spectrum, something like a fingerprint, and from these we can tell the chemical composition of the outer layers of this sun.”

“And what can you tell from these?”

“I can tell one thing which I find highly peculiar. From the color I would have expected to find copper in its gaseous state but from the spectrum there’s no sign of it. There is, however, a set of lines which I’ve never seen before.”

“A new chemical element, you mean—one which has not been discovered before?”

“A good suggestion, Mexone, but highly improbable,” the Amazon put in. “The elements all form a fairly regular table when we arrange them in order of their atomic weights and there are no vacant spaces left where we could fit in a new element unless it is an extremely heavy atom. Unfortunately all of these heavier elements are highly radioactive and can exist for only minute fractions of a second.”

“Is there not the possibility that the conditions in the outer layers of that sun are so rarified that such an element can exist for a longer period,” Mexone suggested.

Abna shook his head. “Unfortunately radioactivity does not act like that. It’s completely independent of heat, pressure—or any other physical reaction.””

“So there has to be some other explanation,” the Amazon said. “At the moment I can’t think of one.”

As further data came in, it became evident that the green sun appeared to be normal in every detail apart from its unusual color but there were small, but significant, differences between it and most other suns the Crusaders had visited in their voyage across the galaxy. No sunspots marred its perfect surface and, glancing up from the particle detector, Abna announced, “There doesn’t appear to be any solar wind from this sun.”

“That’s strange.” The Amazon walked over to check the instrument. “All normal suns emit some electrically-charged particles into space. But you’re right. This instrument would pick up any emission even if it were only a trace amount.”

“All in all, an extraordinary state of affairs,” Abna commented. He made to say something more and then flicked a switch beside his right hand.

“What are you looking for now?” Mexone inquired.

“Just a final check.” He paused as he scanned the row of figures that appeared at the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. His expression of puzzlement now increased. “This is something I would not have thought possible considering all we know of the internal composition of stars and the nuclear reactions going on in their interiors.”

He gestured towards the ciphers on the screen. “Unless our instruments are malfunctioning that sun is emitting only radiation in the visible region of the electromagnetic spectrum. There’s no evidence at all of infrared or ultraviolet rays coming from that sun.”

The Amazon came over and checked the observations, shaking her head in utter bewilderment. Finally, she straightened. “This is certainly one of the strangest suns we’ve ever come across. It’s a pity we don’t know what region of space it originally came from. That might have provided us with a clue.”

“So where do we go from here?” Thania asked.

The Amazon reached a sudden decision. “Back to Zerzura. I think we’ve discovered all we can here even though I don’t understand half of it.”

Approaching Zerzura after traveling most of the distance through hyperspace, the Amazon directed Abna towards the cluster of buildings they had discovered earlier on the slopes of the mountain range.

“You have something in mind, Vi?” he asked as he gently lowered the Ultra towards the surface.

“I want to take another look at the scientific apparatus here. I think there may be something important which we didn’t find the last time. Something has been nagging at the back of my mind for some time. Why did that creature attack us here? If Viona was right—and I’m sure she was—when she claims to have seen it in that city, why did it not try to kill us the first time?”

“Because there was nothing of importance for us to find in the cities—or perhaps it had orders from someone higher up on Daran merely to observe us, find out whatever it could,” Mexone said. “Once we destroyed their city—if you could call it that—on the Daranian surface, then we all became targets.”

“Quite possible,” the Amazon nodded. “But it may also be because there’s something here they don’t want us to find and I mean to find out what it is. First, however, I want to check on Thania.”

The teenager was still in the coma-like sleep and to the Amazon’s keen gaze, it seemed that the green hue of her flesh was now more pronounced than before. Glancing up from her seat, Viona said, “Even though she seems to be unconscious, I’m sure she’s dreaming. Notice the rapid eye movements.”

Abna bent closer. The girl’s closed eyes were twitching, moving under the lids—a sure sign that she was dreaming. The expressions on her face, too, kept changing. Her mouth would open, lips drawn back from her teeth, as if in a soundless scream.

“She’s lost in some horrible nightmarish dream,” he said finally. “Unfortunately we don’t seem to be able to wake her, to bring her out of it.”

“Even if we could that might be the worst thing to do,” the Amazon said after a thoughtful pause.

“What do you mean by that?” Viona switched her glance from Thania to her mother, a puzzled frown on her face.

“I mean that there’s a possibility that even if she wakes up, she may still go on living in that nightmare. If this is the madness that image spoke of, it could still have a hold over its victim even while they are awake.”

Even as she spoke, the teenager’s eyes flicked open. For a moment, she lay quite still on the couch. Then the vacant expression in her eyes changed to one of utter horror. With a savage jerk, she thrust herself up onto her arms, staring wildly around her in all directions, a shrill scream of utter terror bursting from her lips.

Before the others could stop her, she had swung her legs to the floor and was running straight for the far wall. The next instant, she crashed into it, staggered, and fell back. Her hands went out in front of her, feeling around. Then she turned her head to look behind her. Frenziedly, she began hammering on the wall with her clenched fists. Little whimpering sounds came from her lips.

Abna was on his feet within seconds. Swiftly, he ran across the room and grabbed Thania around the waist, pinning her arms to her sides. Despite his superior strength, she continued to struggle frantically, kicking frenzied with her legs.

“There’s nothing else for it,” he said harshly. “We’ll have to restrain her otherwise she’ll damage something, or herself.”

Wide-eyed, Viona stared at the threshing girl as Abna carried her back to the couch. “It’s as if she isn’t here,” she said tightly.

“She isn’t,” the Amazon replied. “She’s in some other place we cannot possibly imagine and wherever it is, it must be absolutely terrifying for her to act in this way. Keep a tight hold of her Abna. I’ll get a sedative and put her to sleep.”

She came back a few minutes later with a hypodermic in her hand. While Abna held her, the Amazon thrust the needle into the girl’s arm, injecting the colorless liquid. Her eyes staring wildly, flicking in all directions, Thania continued to struggle for several minutes until the drug took effect. Then she slumped in Abna’s arms.

Placing her on the couch, he looked up with a worried frown on his face as the Amazon said, “That will keep her under for several hours.” Glancing at her husband, she asked, “Is there nothing more we can do for her?”

“Nothing at the moment, I’m afraid. First we have to find the cause of this madness. Even if we should succeed in that respect, there is still the problem of a cure, always assuming that one exists. From what we know, the Zerzurans never found one.”

The Amazon’s beautiful face clearly showed the worry and indecision in her mind.

Her lips were pressed together into a tight, hard line. Then she reached a decision. “The first thing we must do is manacle Thania to the couch so that she can do no harm to herself or anyone else once she comes round. With her super-strength, she could easily break ordinary chains so we’ll use the special titanium ones.”

“And then—?” Viona asked.

Glancing round, the Amazon continued, “I want you to stay with her. Mexone. Viona, I need you to come with us to search those other buildings out there. Then we’ll plan our next move.”

In thoughtful silence Abna and Viona followed her through the airlock and onto the gently sloping incline. This time the Amazon disregarded the building they had already explored, by-passing it and moving towards a much larger erection which backed onto the sheer side of the mountain. As they drew closer to it, the Amazon suddenly paused and held up a hand bringing them to a halt.

“Do you hear anything?” she asked, staring about her.

The others nodded and Abna said, “A queer kind of humming like a vibration in the air all around us and it seems to be coming from this place.”

“Whatever can it be?” Viona inquired.

“There’s only one way to find out.” Abna advanced towards the large door and twisted the handle. “Locked,” he muttered.

Taking out his small welder, he played the beam over the metal that soon began to flow in the intense heat. Molten drops fell onto the ground as he burned through the lock.

Finally, he gave the door a hefty kick. For a moment, it resisted then it fell in with a crash.

Stepping over it, he went inside, motioning to the others to follow. The room beyond was huge, large enough to accommodate a thousand people. In many ways it resembled the hangar from which the three of them had left Earth on their journey to Alpha Centauri. This time, however, no lights came on automatically—but none were needed.

At the far end, something glowed brilliantly—twin transparent pillars that stood at either side of a massive metal screen, each of them reaching from the floor to the ceiling. It was from this that the weird humming emanated now droning incessantly in their ears.

Feeling utterly dwarfed by it, the three of them went forward slowly, each of them struggling to visualize what it could possibly be. That there was tremendous power here—raw, naked power—was immediately obvious.

“Whatever this is, it’s something Eve never seen before,” Viona said as she stared, wide-eyed, at the vast glowing columns. “A weapon of some kind, perhaps?”

“That’s a possibility, daughter,” the Amazon answered, “but it doesn’t fit in with what we know of these people. My opinion would be that this is the power source for that light-years-long tube of energy used for bringing these suns across space.”

Nodding his agreement, Abna walked to the far side of the massive erection, to where one of the shining columns reared up from the floor. A few moments later, his call brought the others running to him.

“These would seem to be the controls.” He pointed to a large rectangle of buttons that projected from the side of the machine. There was a strange symbol etched deeply into the metal beside each stud. “Suppose we try one and see what happens. We’re not going to get very far just looking at it.”

He paused for a moment; then pressed one of the buttons. After a waiting pause during which nothing happened, he tried another. This time there was a subtle change in the note of the humming coming from somewhere inside the machine. On either side of the room, the great columns abruptly darkened, then flared into brilliance once more. Bolts of glaring blue- white light moved in rapid succession up the tubes.

When nothing more happened, the Amazon stepped up beside him, eyed the controls for a moment and then thumbed the stud next to the one Abna had pressed. A sudden exclamation from Viona caused her to turn sharply.

The huge screen between the columns had divided in the center and the aperture was widening slowly as what they now saw to be doors, slid aside. Stepping back, Abna and the Amazon joined her.

Flaring arcs of raw energy writhed and seethed along the walls of the chamber. By their light they made out the huge interior, which, by a curious twisting of their vision, seemed to stretch back to infinity. All of them knew it was merely an illusion since the rear of this building was firmly butted against the side of the mountain.

The Amazon drew in a deep breath. Her scientific mind instantly recognized what she was seeing. When she spoke, her words were almost drowned out by the sound. “So that’s what this is. A time machine! This is where the entire population of this planet went, through this portal into time.”

In the forefront of the small group, Viona stared awestruck at the scene. For several minutes she found it impossible to assimilate what she was seeing. Then she turned slowly towards the Amazon. “You mean that if we were to step inside that we would find ourselves traveling in time? It doesn’t seem possible.”

“Oh, it’s possible all right.” Abna assured her. “As you know, we have time traveling apparatus on board the Ultra although we seldom use it.”

“Then all we have to do is go inside and follow those people.”

The Amazon shook her blonde head. “Unfortunately it isn’t as simple as that,” she told her. “As we discussed earlier, the Zerzurans could be millions of years into the future. Chasing someone through time can be a hazardous, hit-and-miss venture. It’s not something I would undertake lightly. Furthermore, at the moment we have no idea how to operate this machine.”

“So we use the apparatus on board the Ultra and go forward into time that way.”

“She’s right,” Abna said. “I think we’d all made up our minds we would have to follow the Zerzurans and now, with Thania affected by this madness, it’s suddenly become more imperative than ever. We must do it as soon as possible.”

“I realize that,” The Amazon replied cautiously. “But there’s no point in rushing into this without thinking it out. We have two means of time travel—either by using this machine or the instrument on board the Ultra.’’''

“Then what are you suggesting, Amazon?” Mexone queried.

“For one thing, I don’t think it would be wise for all of us to go into the future after the Zerzurans.”

“Why not?” Abna looked puzzled. “That would seem to be the wisest course.”

The Amazon gave a faint sigh of exasperation. “Just stop for a moment and think, Abna. Suppose the Zerzurans do find the cure for this sickness and the means of defeating this Evil, what is the first thing they will do? Come back here, of course. At least one of us should stay here with Thania on board the Ultra just in case that happens.”

“You realize, of course, that once the others are traveling through time there will be no way we can communicate with each other,” Abna interjected. “If either of us should run into danger—”

“I understand all of that,” The Amazon said shortly. “But to me it seems to be the only sensible course.”

“Very well.” There was a note of disinclination in Abna’s voice. “So how do we overcome the difficulty of translating those Zerzuran symbols in that time machine?”

“I’m sure you will be able to figure them out just as we did when we opened those doors. You know just as much about time travel as I do. Take Viona with you. I’ll remain here with Mexone and Thania.”

Taking care not to step inside the time machine, Abna examined the small metal square just inside one of the doors, scrutinizing it closely. After a moment, he said thoughtfully, “From the evidence of that indentation you used to initiate that instrument through which the Zerzuran spoke to us. I’m sure they have the same number of fingers and a thumb on each hand just as we do. That means it’s almost certain their mathematics uses the same base ten as our own.”

He pointed. “These buttons are arranged in three rows of three with a tenth just below them. My guess is that they represent one to nine according to our mathematics with zero at the bottom. The only thing we don’t know is whether each represents tens, hundreds, or thousands of years of time.”

“I don’t see how that will present any problem,” Viona chipped in. “Whatever they are, they’re the same units of time as the Zerzurans will have used.”

“The girl’s right,” the Amazon declared. “Now I suggest you don’t delay any further. If there is any cure for this sickness we need it as quickly as possible if we’re to save Thania’s life. We’ll take care of any Daranians if they should show up.”

Abna made to say something more, then shrugged and gripped Viona’s hand tightly. Together they stepped into the machine. Reaching up, Abna pressed the blue and just above the array of numbers and then that which he believed corresponded to one in terrestrial mathematics. Immediately, the shrill whine increased in pitch and volume until it shrieked in the Amazon's ears. There was a subtle change in the endlessly moving streaks of light around the chamber.

For a moment, Abna and Viona stood outlined against the brilliance. Then, as if some invisible hand had seized them both, they receded into the glowing distance, dwindling rapidly before they finally disappeared.

Mexone rubbed his eyes. Turning to the Amazon, he said tautly, “They’ve gone. Now all we can do is wait.”

Nodding, the Amazon turned and walked slowly towards the exit. For a moment, Mexone stared at the apparently empty machine and then followed her. Viona felt a sudden strange tearing sensation, as if her entire body had been turned inside out and then everything jerked back into its proper place. There was an instant when hot needle points stabbed into her spine between her shoulder blades, working their way down until they turned into ice. She blinked her eyes furiously. The weird sensation had passed leaving her hot, unaccountably suffocated for lack of air.

With an effort she drew a breath, gasping. They were standing on the edge of the machine in exactly the same position as they had what to her seemed only a second before. There was, however, no sign of the Amazon and Mexone.

Beside her, Abna smiled reassuringly. “Not quite as comfortable as the machine we have on board the Ultra but there’s no doubt we’ve traveled into the future. Now to see what, if anything, has happened outside.”

“What do you expect to see?” she asked tremulously.

“The only way we will know if we’ve caught up with the Zerzurans will be if there is any activity around this site. Not having the Ultra we can’t go to one of the cities.”

Stepping out into the huge chamber, they walked towards the far door. It still lay on the floor where Abna had smashed it in. Outside, it was broad daylight with the violet sun shining brilliantly upon the cluster of buildings.

Staring down the slope, Viona exclaimed, “The Ultra! It’s gone!”

“Of course it’s gone,” Abna explained. “We’re now possibly a hundred years into the future.”

Moving down the incline, they examined the laboratory. It was empty and nothing seemed to have changed since they had last entered it. With a shrug of disappointment, Abna said. “Obviously there's no one here. Offhand, I would say no one has been here in the last hundred years.”

“So the Zerzurans must still be far in the future.”

“I’m afraid so. There's nothing we can do but keep going.” He tried to keep the disappointment from his voice. Having used time travel before, he was well aware of the problems and paradoxes it produced. Even being a master of the highly complex mathematics associated with time travel was of little help whenever one encountered the absurd inconsistencies that could occur.

Viona had considered some of these for she asked abruptly, “What would happen if the Zerzurans did find what they’re looking for and came back through time while we were going forward into the future? There must be an instant when we would meet.”

“That’s one of the odd peculiarities when you’re dealing with time travel. If the mathematics is accurate it seems that should such an event occur, time somehow steps aside to prevent such a meeting.”

Walking back towards the building housing the time machine, Viona shook her head uncomprehendingly. “That’s completely beyond me.” she admitted.

“It’s beyond most people,” Abna replied. “The easiest way to understand it is to look upon time as a single railroad track stretching from the past into the future. If there are two trains on it, each traveling towards the other, it forms a short loop line and rather than there being a crash, it diverts one train onto the other line so that they pass each other.”

Turning that over in her mind, Viona said, “I think I can understand it when you put it that way.”

Making their way back to the time machine, they entered it once more and this time, after pressing the blue button, Abna chose the stud corresponding to five on the plate. Again there was that curious inside-out sensation and then everything returned to normal.

This time when they went outside it was almost dawn with a deep purple flush staining the low clouds just above the horizon. As before, everything appeared to be completely deserted.

In a disappointed tone, Viona remarked: “If we’ve understood those readings we’re six hundred years into the future and still no sign of the Zerzurans. How much further do we have to go before we catch up with them?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, Viona,” Abna replied. “For all we know, it could be millions of years.”

Entering the laboratory nearby, they found everything exactly the same but now a thin layer of white dust covered the neat benches and apparatus standing on them. All around them there was the utter silence of an empty world.

When Viona spoke, her words threw strange echoes from the aseptic walls. “One thing puzzles me. If they did ever return to the past, why are they not here? I mean, surely they would go back to that point in time when they left. That would mean that if time went on smoothly from then they would resume their normal time on this world and although we’re now six hundred years in front of them we should still find them here unless they all died out in the interim.”

Smiling, Abna said, “I can see your dilemma and this is another enigma which is not easy to explain. They probably are here but we cannot see them.”

Seeing the look of utter bewilderment on her face, he went on, “Centuries ago, it was believed that time was something static, a background dimension against which events happened in space. Then it was shown that space and time cannot be divorced from each other and that everyone carries their own personal time with them.

“At the moment, we’re existing in our own time—not that of the Zerzurans. Until we meet up with them, our time and theirs are completely separate entities. In their time, they possibly are here—but not in ours.”

Sighing, Viona grimaced, “Then I hope we find them soon. At the moments, I’m feeling completely lost.”

The Amazon and Mexone had watched in mute silence as their companions vanished into the infinite depths of the machine. The silence between them remained as they made their way down the rock-strewn slope towards the Ultra. Not until they were on board and the airlock securely closed did Mexone say, “Do you think they’ll succeed in finding the Zerzurans, Amazon?”

The Amazon hesitated and then gave a brief nod. “If anyone can succeed, it’s Abna. He knows as much about time travel as I do. There’s little we can do but wait and watch—and do whatever we can for Thania.”

Walking to one of the observation ports, she stared out across the bleak terrain at the foot of the mountain. At least, she mused, they had chosen an excellent defensive position should the Daranians launch an attack against them. She did not doubt that this would come—and soon. An aggressive race like that would not allow the destruction of their domes to go unpunished.

The rocky plain far below remained empty. Not that the Amazon remained complacent. Knowing about the transporter belts she knew that the Daranians could materialize within seconds just outside the Ultra.

Turning in Mexone’s direction, she ordered, “Better put the mass detector screen on full power. It will give us warning if any of the enemy do transport themselves to the vicinity of the ship.”

A moment later, Mexone snapped down the switch. With the mass detector focused on every square inch in the neighborhood, not even a mouse could get close without them knowing. This done, they made their way to where Thania was still lying on the couch.

Her eyes were open and the frantic, wild-eyed stare was still there, her gaze twisting in all directions. Beneath the fabric of her uniform, the muscles of her arms strained and bulged as she sought to break the titanium-steel bonds holding her helpless. Her lips were drawn back across her teeth.

Seating herself beside the teenager, the Amazon laid a hand on her forehead. Softly, she said, “Where are you, Thania? What is happening to you?”

She was not sure whether the girl heard her but a moment later, Thania thrust words through her thinned lips. “Where is this place? All these horrible creatures. They’re on all sides of me, closing in. If only I had a weapon, I—” The words broke off in a soundless scream. Her legs bent and her back arched as she tried to pull her arms free of the shackles.

Then she slumped back onto the couch as if all the life had been drained from her limbs. Her eyes closed as she lapsed once more into unconsciousness. In the bright light inside the room the green color of her flesh seemed to have deepened still further.

“Do you have any idea at all what this sickness is, Amazon?” Mexone asked, an expression of helplessness on his handsome features.

“None at all. I’m afraid and if it has Abna baffled, it’s clearly something we’ve never come across before. My first impression was that it could be some form of deep hypnosis but that wouldn’t explain the color of the skin, nor how every single Zerzuran was affected.

“Before you became a Crusader, the three of us encountered the Mizanu on a planet of the Alpha Centauri system. In fact the Mizanu was a planet-sized hypertrophied brain capable of tremendous mental control over an entire world. But this is something else. There is something in this multiple sun system which is the cause of it but beyond the fact that it has to do with that green sun, I’ve no idea what it is.”

“Perhaps if we were to take another look at that sun?” Mexone suggested. Before the Amazon could answer, he was on his feet, walking swiftly along the corridor towards where the large telescope was positioned. Swiftly, he slid a filter across the lens to block out most of the light before focusing the instrument on the green sun now low in the heavens.

“It looks just the same as when we saw it from space,” he said without taking his eye from the eyepiece, “except for—”

“Except for what?” the Amazon asked tensely, coming up to stand at his shoulder.

“Take a look for yourself.” He stood away from the instrument as the Amazon took his place.

Seen through the ultra-powerful lenses, the image of the green sun was surprisingly clear and steady and the Amazon immediately saw what had caught Mexone’s attention. Close to the center of the brilliant disc was a large sunspot showing black against the background glare.

“So that could be the answer—or at least a part of it,” she said, removing her eye from the instrument. Musingly, she turned the idea over in her mind, assessing all of the ramifications possible by this discovery.

“You’re suggesting that whenever these sunspots appear on the surface of that green sun, it emits some form of radiation which produces this sickness?”

“You have to admit that it’s a distinct possibility. In fact, at the moment, it’s the only lead we have.”

“So how do we go about proving it?” Mexone prompted. “When we were close up to that sun and you used the radiation detector it showed absolutely nothing at all. That sun is about two light years away and whatever this radiation might be it will certainly be traveling below light velocity.

“That sunspot must have appeared within the last two days which means we would have to wait more than two years before it reaches Zerzura.”

The Amazon said nothing, still deep in thought. What Mexone said was undeniably true and at the moment she did not want to take the Ultra back to the vicinity of that sun in case Abna and Viona returned to find them gone.

In a matter of minutes, however, her agile brain had found a possible solution.

Pointing towards the far side of the room, she said urgently, “Bring me the particle detector, Mexone.”

Taking it from him, she examined it closely; then nodded as if satisfied. “Abna said there was a strange set of lines in the spectrum of that sun which he had never seen before. Obviously they’re made by some chemical element unknown to us.”

While she had been speaking she had taken a small instrument from her belt and was rapidly unscrewing the outer casing of the instrument, exposing the delicate mechanism inside. Speaking with a faint trace of excitement in her voice, an emotion not normally inherent in her scientific outlook, she said, “This instrument will only detect the presence of those chemical elements which were known on Earth when we left. I’m hoping to modify it to pick up much heavier elements.”

Mexone ran a finger down his cheek. Then he shook his head. “I don’t see how that is going to help. Surely the one fact against your theory is that all of these heavier elements are unstable and only exist for nanoseconds before they disintegrate. If that’s true they could never travel across light years and affect anyone on Zerzura.”

Without looking up, engrossed in her work, the Amazon replied, “That’s perfectly correct, Mexone—as far as those elements we know are concerned. However, there is a theory that a small region of stability exists if one can synthesize an element with at least 124 protons in the nucleus.”

“And that is what you’re hoping to find with the detector?”

“I hope so.” The Amazon carried the detector to a small bench, placing it down carefully. “Unfortunately this is going to take a little time. I never anticipated finding any chemical element heavier than uranium anywhere in the galaxy. Now no more interruptions, Mexone. This is extremely delicate work.”

Leaving the Amazon to carry on with her task, Mexone crossed to the viewport to keep watch. Even though he had visited several planets, he could still not get used to the strange multiplicity of colors on the landscape of this world, especially at night. Although the suns were only extremely bright stars, two of them were still just visible against the dark violet sky. That which was the green sun was now slowly approaching the zenith.

A sudden movement caught his attention. Switching his gaze he saw the dark figures which abruptly materialized halfway up the mountainside.

Without turning, he said sharply. “It would seem we have company, Amazon, and they look as though they mean business.”

“Keep an eye on them, Mexone. I’m almost finished here,” replied the Amazon. “Is the repeller screen up?”

Mexone replied in the affirmative. Down below, the figures remained stationary in a large group, possibly aware of the armament which the Ultra carried and reluctant to proceed any further. A moment later, however, one of them, evidently a leader of some kind, gave a brief signal. The group moved forward, toiling up the slope.

Placing the particle detector on the bench, the Amazon joined him, glancing through the port. “They don't seem too eager to get much closer,” she observed, “unless this is just a feint to draw our attention away from something else.”

She moved over to the opposite port. “Just as I thought. Another group has teleported themselves near the mountain peak. It seems they’re about to detonate some kind of explosive device, possibly to start an avalanche, hoping to bury the Ultra. I’ll soon put a stop to that.”

Crossing to the armament section of the controls, she swiftly aimed a disintegrator ray at the group. With a scything motion of the weapon, she cut them down before they could reach their belts and teleport themselves elsewhere. “That’s finished them for the moment,” she announced grimly. “What are the others doing?”

“Obviously they’ve seen what happened to their companions and realized their ruse hasn't worked,” Mexone replied. “They’ve just vanished.”

“Then unless they manage to bring up some launcher capable of firing nuclear bombs, I'd say we’re quite safe here. The trouble is, I need to go outside to take a reading with the detector.”

“But how can you be sure there are any of these particles around coming from that sun?” Mexone protested. “We don’t know how often those sunspots appear and you have to take into account the distance they have to travel.”

“I'm fully aware of that problem,” the Amazon retorted grimly. “I’m banking on them being a fairly regular feature over the last few years, just like Sol in my own stellar system. If they are, it’s possible there may still be some of these particles entering this atmosphere from past sunspots. We won’t discover anything without trying.”

Going to the airlock, she said, “Keep me covered. There may be more of those creatures nearby.”

Gripping his blaster tightly, Mexone climbed swiftly down the ladder behind the Amazon. As she moved out of the shadow of the Ultra to where she could get a clear view of the brilliant star which was the green sun, he scanned the rocks all around them, alert for the slightest movement.

Using the small, but incredibly powerful, telescopic sights fitted to the detector, the Amazon sighted it on the distant sun, holding the instrument rock-steady as she pressed the stud, keeping her finger on it for a full five minutes.

Finally satisfied, she turned and ran back towards the airlock, climbing swiftly up the ladder with Mexone behind her. Thrusting himself inside, Mexone reached for the stud to the closing and locking mechanism and in the same moment, a heat ray sizzled over his head. Two Daranians had materialized only a few feet away.

Aiming quickly with the blaster, he pressed the stud. The first alien staggered back and fell onto the rocks. The second however, suddenly launched himself forward, fingers clutching at the bottom of the airlock. With a heave, he thrust himself inside, towering over Mexone.

The impact knocked Mexone off his feet sending him crashing against the far wall as he struggled to bring his weapon to bear. Before he could get to his feet, the Amazon was already there. The Daranian had no time in which to realize what was happening as she grabbed him around the ankles, lifting him off the edge of the airlock. Twisting from the waist, she swung him violently around.

The alien’s head hit the exterior of the Ultra with a sickening thud and he was dead before the Amazon released her hold, dropping the inert body onto the ground outside. A moment later, the airlock slid shut, blotting out all view of the outside.

Bending, she extended a hand and pulled Mexone effortlessly to his feet. “Now let’s see what the detector has to tell us,” she said calmly, leading the way into the control room.

Placing the instrument on the small table, she pressed a button and waited for a moment for the data to appear. Scanning it swiftly, she uttered a low murmur of surprise. “It seems I was right,” she said after a moment. “A very heavy chemical element with an atomic number of 125. Evidently the theory is correct. It seems to be moderately stable. I’d say there’s little doubt that it’s this which is giving that sun its green color and the hue of the victims’ skins.”

“And you believe this is the cause of the sickness which struck down the Zerzurans and now Thania?”

“All of the evidence points in that direction. Somehow it gets into the body and my guess is that it accumulates in the brain causing these extremely powerful hallucinations.” She straightened. “Unfortunately, even knowing this, we have no idea how to eliminate it. Abna might have some ideas but he’s centuries in the future.”

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

NOT until they had traveled two thousand years into the future was there any sign of activity outside the time machine. Stepping out of the roaring chaos, Abna approached the exit of the chamber. It was night on Zerzura with the fantastic play of colors spilling over the side of the mountains.

“Look!” Viona pointed excitedly. “That laboratory. There are lights inside. Someone must be there.”

“Nonetheless we must take care. A lot can have happened since we were last here.” Taking his blaster from his belt, Abna edged along the rocks. He knew that, without fear as she was, Viona was all for dashing inside but he kept a tight grip on her arm as they reached the laboratory.

Pressing himself hard against the wall, he peered through the nearby window. For a moment, he could see no one. The entire place seemed deserted. Then two figures came in from the small room at the far end. Giving a faint sigh of relief, he recognized them as Zerzurans.

“I think we’re safe but it’s best to be careful,” he murmured as he made his way towards the door. “There are at least two Zerzurans in there. From the look of them I’d say they’re scientists. If so, we may be able to communicate with them.”

Thrusting open the door, he stepped inside with Viona close behind him. The grey-haired man and younger woman spun round swiftly. Clearly they expected no one to be present in this deserted region.

Abna saw the expressions of shocked surprise on their faces as he stepped forward.

“We mean you no harm,” he said quietly. Thrusting the blaster back into his belt, he held both hands forward in a peaceful gesture.

While Viona remained near the door, alert for any danger, Abna went up to the woman; then placed his hands gently on either side of her head. Viona remained silent, aware that her father was now assimilating the entire Zerzuran language from the woman’s mind.

When he had finished, he stepped back and said something to the two Zerzurans in their own language. Viona saw the instant look of amazement on their faces as the woman said something in reply.

“I told them we are friends from the world of another sun a vast distance away and that we are here to help them,” he explained to Viona. “The man is Trandor and the woman is called Cara. Both are scientists as we thought.”

Pausing, he said after a moment, “Perhaps it would make things simpler if you were to understand their language. Are you ready?”

Viona nodded and concentrated deeply as Abna’s thought waves entered her mind, transferring the entire Zerzuran language to her. Even though he had done this before when they had encountered the Axilonians in the Alpha Centauri system, it never failed to amaze her how this could be done within the space of a few seconds.

“You say you come from a planet of a distant sun,” Trandor said. “Then by what means did you get here? We heard no machine.”

“We came in a vessel that travels between the stars,” Abna explained. “However, it is not here. We came through your time machine from two thousand years in the past after you had left your cities.”

Viona pointed towards the smaller room at the end of the laboratory. “We heard the warning that was given concerning the evil and sickness which came to your world with the arrival of the green sun.”

“We followed you through time in the hope that you may have discovered a cure for the sickness,” Abna said somberly.

“One of our companions has contracted it and we seek a cure for her.”

Trandor shook his head despondently. “Then I am afraid that, so far, your journey has been futile.”

“You’ve discovered nothing?” Viona tried to keep the disappointment from her voice. “But there must be something. . . .”

Trandor waved a hand to embrace the benches and chemical equipment on them. “As you see, we are still trying. We also experience the terrifying hallucinations that doubtless afflict your companion but we have learned to control them with our minds. There are times, however, when they are so intense it is impossible to control them.”

“At first, we thought it was some organism in the Zerzuran atmosphere but all of our tests along those lines have proved negative,” Cara interposed. “We then examined the green sun telescopically for many of our scientists believe it to be responsible for the sickness. However, we found nothing there which could explain it.”

“What is it you’re doing here then?” Viona asked. It was clear that certain experiments were going on.

“At the moment, Cara and I are synthesizing various antibiotics in the hope that one may be able to combat this sickness,” Trandor replied. “But we seem to be getting nowhere.”

There was a long silence, eventually broken by Trandor. “You said that your companion has contracted the sickness. May I ask where he or she is—clearly neither of you has been affected.”

“There are five of us,” Abna said by way of explanation. “The other three we left behind in the past. The one we speak of is not from our system, which may explain why she has succumbed to the sickness and we have not. My wife, the Golden Amazon, is also a great scientist having one of the most brilliant minds in the galaxy. She is also attempting to find answers to this problem.”

“Is it possible she may have discovered something important which could be of help to us?” Cara queried.

Abna shrugged. “It’s possible, of course, but since there are two thousand years of time between us, we have no way of finding out unless we return.”

Trandor tugged at his beard for a moment. “Perhaps there is a way,” he said finally. “While we have no means of traveling through space as you obviously have, we have studied time travel for centuries. Indeed, almost all of our scientific efforts have been directed to that end.”

Abna experienced a momentary sense of surprise. “You mean you can communicate across time?” Even to his incredible scientific mind, it seemed impossible.

“Time is just another dimension like the three dimensions of space. There are however certain restrictions on establishing such a concurrence of events. It is possible only to establish a link with someone in the past.”

“Why only the past?” Viona inquired.

“The reason for that is simple, my young friend. The past is essentially immutable but there are an infinite number of futures.”

“It also requires a tremendous amount of energy,” Cara put in. “Also the range over which we can do this at present is restricted to about five thousand years.”

“Then we can speak to my mother even though she is two thousand years in the past?” Viona exclaimed. “Where is this communicator?”

“Not here. I’m afraid,” Trandor said. “As we explained, this procedure requires an extraordinary amount of energy. The only source of such energy we have here is linked to the time machine itself. The communicator is in Unzer, our capital city.”

“Then how can we get there?” Abna demanded. “Up here in these mountains, we must be a hundred miles or more from this city.”

“We are. But if you consider it to be important to communicate with this Golden Amazon, it can be arranged to get you there. You must however be patient for a little while.”

Turning on his heel, Trandor crossed to a small annexe. Picking up an instrument, he spoke into it for several minutes and then came back. “I have explained all that has happened and your presence on Zerzura. The Council has agreed to send a flying machine to take you to Unzer. You must understand that the presence of strangers on Zerzura has understandably aroused some suspicion. Centuries ago, others came to our world but their intentions were evil. We must be careful.”

“I understand,” Abna replied. “During our journeying through the galaxy we have encountered such races. Our mission is to destroy them and to help any who are down-trodden or enslaved.”

Both Trandor and Cara appeared satisfied by his answer. While they continued with their experiments, Abna and Viona waited near the door, searching the night sky for any sign of an aircraft.

It was half an hour later when they spotted the moving light in the sky and a few minutes later a small flier landed smoothly twenty yards away. Hurrying towards it, they climbed on board. Moments later the craft lifted off', soared high into the air, turning slightly before heading into the darkness.

Sitting in the cramped space, it was impossible to see much of the ground over which they were flying. Twenty minutes later, however, they spotted lights on the horizon extending over a huge area.

“That must be Unzer,” Viona said, leaning sideways in her seat and pointing. “I hope they believe we’re here only to help them and don’t look upon us as enemies. After all, we are carrying weapons.”

Grimly, Abna said, “We’ll face that eventuality when we come to it. Whatever happens, we need to gain their trust or all of this will have been for nothing.”

The craft landed on a wide, open area and the pilot signaled to them to disembark. Without a word, he led them into the city, along three wide thoroughfares and then towards one of the large, impressive buildings that stood a little apart from the others.

Inside, their guide led them along a wide corridor, pausing at the door at the end. Knocking, he opened it and motioned Abna and Viona inside. Before them was a large room with a wide dais at the end. Four Zerzurans sat there, three men and one woman.

As the two Crusaders approached, one of the men said, “I am Xeno. We are the Council of Zerzura. We understand from Trandor that you are aliens from the planet of a distant sun and that you claim to come in peace to aid us. Is that so? Before you answer, I should tell you that we have ways of separating truth from falsehood.”

“That is true,” Abna replied. “Our three companions, one of whom suffers from this same sickness as yourselves, are two thousand years in the past. We came into the future searching for you in the hope that by now, you may have discovered a cure.”

“Just before we left to undertake this journey into the future, our people were attacked by aliens we believe came when we brought the green sun into our system,” the woman said harshly. “How do we know that—?”

“We also we attacked by them,” Viona interrupted defiantly. “They came, not with the green sun, but with the large white one.”

The third Zerzuran leaned forward, resting his hands on his knees. “How do you know this?”

“I know it because I was captured by one of them and taken to their home world by means of a transporter. That is how they can appear and disappear without warning.” At Viona’s answer, the four Zerzurans conversed among themselves in low tones, occasionally throwing glances in the direction of the Crusaders.

Then Xeno, apparently the leader, said, “We have considered your request and decided to allow you to contact your companions. You will come with me.”

Stepping down from the dais, the Zerzuran led them to a door at the side of the chamber and into a long corridor. At the far end, he thrust open a door and stood on one side, motioning them to enter.

Warily, ready for any treachery, Abna went inside. Like the room adjoining the laboratory' on the mountainside, this one was small and devoid of any furniture. On one wall was a square screen with an arrangement of buttons just beneath it.

“This is the temporal communicator,” Xeno remarked. “As you can imagine it requires a tremendous amount of power. That is why this wall is made of lead to shield us from any stray radiation.” Going forward, he depressed a small switch.

Instantly, the screen glowed with an eerie green. Turning to Abna, he said, “You entered the time machine two thousand years ago. Can you tell me the exact whereabouts of your companions at that time?”

“Our spaceship was just a few hundred yards from the laboratory on the side of the mountain. Unless something unexpected happened, I doubt if the Amazon would move it until we returned.”

“I understand,” Xeno nodded. “I will focus the communicator on that place.” He made several adjustments with the buttons on the panel, then flicked down another switch. The humming from the instrument abruptly increased in pitch and volume. On the wall, the screen flickered. Blue and red sparks darted across the surface.

An image appeared for a second; then faded. Xeno made a further slight change. The image reappeared and this time it held steady. They found themselves looking at the familiar shape of the Ultra just a few yards away.

“That’s our vessel, the Ultra? Viona exclaimed excitedly, her eyes wide with wonder.

Beside her, Abna asked, “Is it possible to focus the communicator inside the ship?”

Very slowly, Xeno moved a switch. There was a dizzying moment for the two onlookers as they seemed to be moving forward, through the outer hull of the Ultra. Then they saw the control room with the Amazon standing before the controls. Mexone was just visible in the background.

Xeno stepped aside and motioned Abna and Viona forward until they were standing directly in front of the screen.

Speaking quietly, Abna said, “Can you hear me, Vi?” He saw the Amazon give a sudden start at the unexpected sound of his voice. She stared around her for a moment, then moved forward, looking directly into the screen. To her, on board the Ultra, the small screen with Abna’s face in it seemed to be hanging in midair.

“I can hear you, Abna. Since you appear to be using some kind of temporal communicator I gather you’ve finally caught up with the Zerzurans. Where exactly are you and Viona in time?”

“Two thousand years in your future,” Abna replied. “We’ve contacted two of their scientists and are at present with their Council. So far, they’ve had no success in finding a cure for this sickness. Have you had any luck?”

The Amazon nodded. “When Mexone discovered a large sunspot on the disc of the green sun. I modified the particle detector and ran a check for much heavier chemical elements than those we know coming from that sun.”

“Are there any?” Viona chipped in.

“We found a very heavy element, Number 125, which appears to be comparatively stable. My guess is that this causes the sickness by accumulating in the brain. Do you have any thoughts on that possibility, Abna?”

Nodding, Abna replied, “I think you have the answer, Vi. Since you first discovered it, I propose we should call it amazonium.”

“But does this help?”

“You bet it does. What we have to do now is check the characteristics of amazonium and find some innocuous chemical to which it will bind in the body. If we can do that there’s good chance it will be eliminated naturally.”

“I’ll get on to that right away. Now we have something definite to go on, we may be able to help these people and also cure Thania. One other suggestion I would make—I think it would be advisable if, once you’ve given this information to the Zerzurans, they all returned to this time.”

Abna pondered that for a moment; then asked, “I presume you have a good reason for that suggestion, Vi?”

“I have. We also have the problem of the Daranians. We’ve already had a run-in with them. Now we know where they come from, there’s one thing the Zerzurans have to do if it’s at all possible.”

“What’s that, mother?” Viona asked.

The Amazon smiled grimly. “This space tube they used to bring all of these suns here. Somehow, they need to reverse that force and send both the white and green sun back to where they originally came from. Until that’s done, they won’t be safe.”

“I’ll put that proposition to them,” Abna replied and cut the connection. Quickly he turned to Xeno and summarized his conversation with the Amazon in the other’s own language.

Xeno said: “We are indeed grateful for the help you are giving us. The suggestion your companion has just made would seem completely logical. It will take time but I believe the other members of the Council will agree and we will then return to our own time.”

Abna nodded in agreement. “Then Viona and I will return as soon as you can transport us back to the time machine. There are bound to be more of the Daranians on your world. You are not a warlike people and clearly have no knowledge of how to deal with them.”

“We have the weapons to eliminate any who may be around,” Viona put in. “Once that white sun is removed, you should have no more trouble from them.”

With one of the flying machines and a pilot put at their disposal, the journey back to the top of the mountain was uneventful. Here they found that Trandor and Cara had already been informed of what had happened.

“We have already set the controls of the time machine to take you back,” Trandor said by way of greeting. “We also understand that your suggestion for every one of us to return has been agreed by the Council. I’m sure we will meet you then and we may work together on those problems which still confront us.”

He led the way into the huge chamber. Viona still felt awestruck at the sight of the bolts of light that flared up the twin transparent pillars and the sight of that curious distortion of vision gazing into the seemingly infinite depths of the machine. On the few occasions she had traveled in time using the Ultra s equipment they had seen nothing of this vision of time, this eye-twisting view that confronted them.

Then the Ultra had simply slipped into the time dimension carrying them with it while they sat in their couches traveling from one time to another. Here, surrounded by all of this raw energy, it was a little frightening.

As they entered the machine, Trandor said, “The machine has been set to take you back to a point in time four hours after you left. As someone who has traveled in time before, you doubtless know the reason for this precaution.”

Nodding, Abna said. “To prevent any overlap in time. Otherwise we would find ourselves back in time before we left. One of the numerous paradoxes associated with time travel.”

“Exactly. What the consequences of that would be we do not know. Perhaps it would result in an alteration in time which we would be unable to control.” Trandor indicated the green button on the control. “Simply press that and all should be well.”

Thumbing the button, Abna stood beside Viona as the tremendous energies clashed around them. By now, they were slowly becoming attuned to the strange sensation of moving through time.

When they could finally see through the portal again, the Ultra was just visible through the distant exit. Quickly, they stepped outside. Here they met the unpleasant sight of numerous Daranians surrounding the Ultra and more were appearing with every passing second.

Through his teeth. Abna said grimly, “It would seem we’ve arrived not a second too soon, Viona. Those heat rays they are using cannot inflict any damage on the Ultra’s tough hide but until we get rid of them we cannot get inside.”

Nodding, Viona darted towards the far side of the exit, taking her disintegrator from her belt. Pressing herself against the hard metal, she aimed swiftly. At the same time, Abna opened up with his own weapon. Dozens of the enemy crumpled to the ground taken completely by surprise at this unexpected intervention.

But that situation was not about to last for long. Scattering for cover among the rocks, several of them proceeded to fire at Abna and Viona. One abruptly materialized immediately behind the girl, probably believing she was the weaker of the two Crusaders. At Abna’s warning shout, she whirled like lightning. Still gripping her gun, she clenched her arms crosswise about the Daranian’s muscular neck and squeezed inexorably.

Gasping and choking, the Daranian attempted to pull her arms free but Viona hung on grimly even though the enemy’s struggles pulled her off her feet, whirling her around in a circle. Then Viona gave a savage jerk and the Daranian crumpled at her feet, his neck broken.

Returning to her position, she commenced firing, sweeping her weapon from side to side. For a time, despite their efforts, it seemed a one-sided battle. Then the airlock above the swarming Daranains suddenly slid aside. The Amazon appeared in the opening holding something in her right hand.

Abna recognized at once what it was. Urgently, he called to Viona. “Be ready to make a dash for the Ultra. That’s a smoke bomb your mother has.”

A moment later, the Amazon tossed the bomb into the middle of the milling attackers. It exploded instantly and a cloud of acrid, choking smoke swiftly enveloped everything. Pausing only for a moment to draw in deep breaths, the two Crusaders darted forward, Abna grabbing Viona’s hand tightly.

Narrowing his eyes as the tears threatened to blind him, Abna lunged forward. Three vaguely seen figures blocked his way but they were ignominiously knocked aside with mighty swipes of his arm. Then they reached the bottom of the ladder.

Another Daranian blundered into them and a heat beam, lost in the dense cloud of smoke, sizzled over their heads. Abna’s fist smashed the other’s jaw, slamming him hard against the side of the vessel. Pushing the girl ahead of him, Abna swung himself quickly up the ladder and a few moments later, they were inside the airlock and the Amazon had closed it behind them.

Coughing, Viona spluttered, “That was a near thing. It was a bright idea to use that smoke bomb. It was the one thing they never expected.”

“I do get bright ideas once in a while,” the Amazon said with a broad smile. Then she sobered instantly. “I presume the Zerzurans have accepted our idea and will soon be coming through that time machine. That being so, I suggest we get rid of these Daranians in the vicinity before those people come back through time and run into trouble.”

“And how do you propose to do that taking into account their ability to appear and disappear within seconds?” Viona inquired.

Giving her an oblique glance, the Amazon replied, “I’ve been giving that some thought ever since we discovered that they use transporters. I’ve also examined this belt you left behind, Viona. It’s quite a simple, but ingenious, method they use based partly on thought waves and an electronic distortion of space. I suggest we blanket this entire area with a field of powerful static electricity.”

Abna nodded. “That would certainly interfere with any electronics they use. Essentially it would prevent them from using those belts. Those already here won’t be able to return to Daran nor will any others be able to come.”

“No sooner said than done,” the Amazon declared. Moving to the far end of the controls, she flicked on a switch. A faint humming sounded. Through the observation ports nothing was visible to indicate the presence of the electric field. Nonetheless it was obvious that no further Daranians were materializing.

Those already present surrounding the Ultra appeared confused and bewildered. Some tried their transporter belts only to find that they did not work. Stepping away from the controls, the Amazon said briskly, “Now to finish off this lot before the Zerzurans start arriving.”

Returning to the airlock, Abna and the Amazon stood ready on either side of it. Then the Amazon thumbed the stud. The instant it slid aside, they opened fire on the enemy still milling around among the rocks. Although they were outnumbered, it was soon clear that the weapons the Crusaders possessed were far superior in accuracy and devastating power to those in the hands of the Daranians. Within minutes, only bodies littered the rocks and open ground around the Ultra.

During the short respite, Abna took the opportunity to transmit the Zerzuran language to both the Amazon and Mexone. “Now you’ll both be able to communicate with these people,” he said.

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

THREE Earth-time days later, the entire Zerzuran population had returned from the future and were rehoused in their cities. It had proved to be a truly massive operation involving an armada of the flying machines. There had been occasional skirmishes with small groups of Daranians but for the moment, the beings from that other world appeared to be taking little interest in Zerzura.

To the Amazon, this meant only one thing. From the information Viona had brought back from Daran is was clear that this warlike race was hellbent on dominating this system of suns and then extending their empire beyond it to other stellar systems in the galaxy.

The destruction of several of their domes had undoubtedly delayed their plans but she knew they would never give them up. By now she guessed the Daranians were working flat out producing weapons of mass destruction and there was only one answer to this. Therefore, while Abna and Viona worked alongside the Zerzuran scientists attempting to find a cure for the sickness, she and Mexone studied the complex mathematics governing the operation of the space tube in an attempt to reverse it and send both the white and green suns to their original positions in the galactic arm.

In the large laboratory high up on the mountain, Trandor and Cara worked alongside Abna and Viona as they attempted to determine the characteristics of the new element amazonium. Using a slight modification of the particle detector, Abna had succeeded in collecting a small quantity of the element for study. A grayish metallic substance, less than half a gram now lay in the bottom of a small test-tube.

The Geiger counter had already shown it to be radioactive and therefore it had to be handled with care behind lead shields. Running a finger down his cheek, Abna said, “Let’s go on the assumption that it is a metal. What reagents will react with metals?”

“Most acids will react with them,” Cara said. “But unfortunately we cannot dose people with sulfuric or nitric acid. That would kill them almost instantly.”

“That’s true,” Abna conceded, “but there must be something, something we haven’t considered.”

“All we know about it is that it’s radioactive,” Viona said. “But that doesn’t help.”

Abna did not say anything. His brow was furrowed in deep thought. Then he looked up. “That may be the answer, Viona. It’s radioactive. We know it cannot be very stable and all of these radioactive elements decay with time.” He glanced along the bench towards Trandor. “Do you have the necessary apparatus to determine the half-life of this element?”

Trandor nodded. “Of course. It will take a little time but it can be done.”

“Good. I suggest you do that right away.”

It was half an hour later when Trandor had the answer Abna wanted. “Element 125—or amazonium as you have named it— has a half-life of approximately seven months,” the scientist said. “Does that help?”

Abna thought for a moment and then gave a brief nod. “It was what I had hoped. That green sun is about two light years from Zerzura which means that of the atoms which set out from the sun—not being electromagnetic radiation and having a high atomic weight—they will necessarily travel at about 90 per cent light speed and reach Zerzurza in around 26-28 months. According to the laws of radioactivity, in the first seven months, half of the atoms will have decayed, and after another seven months, half of the remainder will have decayed and so on.

Approximately ninety per cent of them will have decayed by the time they reach here.”

“But why does this sickness not get better with time as the amount in our bodies becomes less and less with time?” Cara asked.

Abna forced a wry smile. “My guess is that these sunspots appear on that sun at intervals of less than seven months. That means you are continually getting fresh doses all the time and instead of decreasing, the amount in your bodies continues to increase.”

“Then if you’re right, all we have to do is send that sun back to where it came from and in a comparatively short time you should be cured,” Viona put in excitedly. “There’s your answer.”

Abna did not seem to hear her. He said tightly, “Have you had any cases where any of your people have died because of this sickness?”

After throwing a glance in Cara’s direction, Trandor said, “Very few. It is a frightening and sometimes debilitating thing which has plagued us for more than a century.”

“Perhaps if the Amazon has succeeded, together with your people, in finding a way to remove both the white and green suns, you can remove both of your problems.”

At that moment, the Amazon was in one of the large building in Unzer with a small group of Zerzurans. On the table in front of her were several large sophisticated computers containing page after page of complicated and involved mathematics. Her brilliant scientific mind had already assimilated the basic theory behind the space-tube and the method used to bring these suns from remote regions of space.

“Clearly you’ve succeeded in unifying the electromagnetic force with that of gravity,” she said without looking up, “and manipulating them through the fourth dimension to telescope spatial distances.”

Inwardly, she recognized the tremendous achievement of the Zerzurans in forming this tunnel through space, one that not only had a diameter greater than that of the supergiant sun but also a length of perhaps a thousand light years. It was a creation that went even beyond her imagination.

Xeno nodded. “Unfortunately, Balon who designed and built this space-tube was one of the few to die of the sickness. There is now no one who understands any of this. We are hoping that you might.”

Scanning the computer in front of her, the Amazon said evenly, “It would seem that once the sun has been locked into the tube by harnessing its magnetic field, gravity does the rest. It accelerates the sun through space until it reaches its highest velocity. Naturally, there is then a braking effect once it approaches your system.”

“And where in space are the ends of this tube now?” Mexone asked.

The Amazon answered promptly. “One is very close to that white sun which must have been the last to be brought here. Indeed, we were extremely fortunate we did not approach it when we took the Ultra there. According to these figures, the other end is approximately a hundred and fifty light years away.”

“Then is it possible to reverse the fields and send those two suns back into space?” Xeno queried.

Without replying, the Amazon ran her keen gaze over the rows of formulae until she found the ones where wanted. A quick study and then she said briskly, “Where are the controls for this space-tube?”

“In the laboratory at the end of the corridor.” Xeno turned and led the way. “No one has been in there since Balon died.” Opening the door, he motioned her and Mexone inside. Lights came on instantly revealing an oblong viewing plate set in the wall and an array on buttons and switches just beneath it.

Now having a knowledge of the language, the Amazon recognized all of the symbols. Pressing a button, she waited a moment and then the screen lit up giving a view of space.

Outside, it was night and the stars showed brilliantly against a black background.

“You realize there will be tremendous gravitational effects once I go ahead with this?” She addressed Xeno directly.

The Zerzuran nodded. “We have experienced these before when we brought each of these suns into our system and are prepared. It will not be pleasant but all buildings on Zerzura have been built to withstand the shocks and there are energy shields now in place around all of the cities and those laboratories in the mountains.”

“Then it should simply be a case of reversing the polarity at each end of the tube,” the Amazon said. “Now we shall see if I’ve got the mathematics right.” Reaching forward, she pressed two of the buttons simultaneously; then flipped down a switch.

A deep-throated humming came from somewhere behind the lead wall. All of those present watched the screen with bated breath. Viewed by fourth dimensional processes, the white star began to move, slowly at first, in an elliptical path; then more swiftly, speeding towards the edge of the screen, its brilliance dimming as it sped away into deep space.

“It worked!” Mexone said. “You did it, Amazon.”

“Now we have that green sun to take care of,” the Amazon said coldly. “Since it will take at least a hundred and fifty years for the white sun to traverse the length of the tube, there’s only one thing I can do—locate this end of the tunnel close to the green sun and send it after the white one to the same region of space.”

She had already impressed the coordinates of the green sun in her mind. Now she fed them into the computer that operated the space tunnel. It was a tricky operation—moving the end of the invisible tube through space to the vicinity of the green sun but then—

On the screen, the bright green point of light drifted sideways, moving through space at an increasing velocity. A second later, the entire building shook violently as the abruptly altered gravity within the system, transmitted almost immediately along the fourth-dimensional tube, hit them.

It was four days Earth-time later when there came a change in the massive disturbances and it was possible for the Amazon and Mexone to leave Unzer and fly to the mountain laboratory to be re-united with Abna and Viona. The ultra-powerful energy screens had held during the inevitable shifting of the gravitational fields of the remaining five suns. Gradually, the disruption was settling down and the strange stellar system would return to something approaching normality.

On board the Ultra, the Amazon checked on Thania. The green hue was still there but fading slowly. Glancing down at her, Abna said soberly, “I’ve been giving her strong doses of Vitamin C. Since it’s an acid, although a fairly weak one, it seems to be helping her.”

“It will take a little time but having a short half-life, and receiving only a small initial dose when she was outside the Ultra, the amount of amazonium in her body should soon diminish,” Viona added. “So what do we do now that you’ve removed those two suns?”

The Amazon glanced towards the huge viewing screen, her features shadowed in the violet light. “I think we’ve done all we can here. Let’s see what else awaits us out there in the galaxy.”
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