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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were — and remain — landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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The Legion of Space

They were the greatest trio of swashbuckling adventurers ever to ship out to the stars: the giant Hal Samdu, the rock-like Jay Kalam and the incomparably shrewd and knavish Giles Habibula. Their mission: to rescue the most important person in the galaxy – the keeper of the vital secret essential to humanity’s survival in the deadly struggle against the incredibly evil Medusae …

The Humanoids

On the far planet Wing IV, a brilliant scientist creates the humanoids – sleek black androids programmed to serve humanity. But are they perfect servants … or perfect masters? Slowly the humanoids spread throughout the galaxy, threatening to stifle all human endeavour. Only a hidden group of rebels can stem the humanoid tide … if it’s not already too late.

Terraforming Earth

In the wake of an extinction-level meteor impact, a small group of human survivors manages to leave the barren Earth and establish a new home on the moon. From Tycho Base, they’re able to observe the devastated planet and wait for a time when return will become possible. Finally, after millennia of waiting, the descendants of the original refugees travel back to a planet they’ve never known, to try to rebuild a civilisation of which they’ve never been a part. But after so much time, the question is not whether they can rebuild an old destroyed home, but whether they can learn to inhabit an alien new world – Earth.

Wonder’s Child

Science fiction legend Jack Williamson’s classic autobiography is much more than the story of a single man’s life and work; it is an amazing look at the entire 20th century from the perspective of a man on a ‘long search for endurable compromise with society’.

Born in 1908, Williamson often felt at odds with the world around him and began writing science fiction as a method of escape. His tentative entrance into the field – his first story was published in 1928 in Hugo Gernsbach’s legendary Amazing Stories – soon transformed him from a pulp writer into one of the Grand Masters of science fiction.


INTRODUCTION

from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Jack Williamson was the working name of US author John Stewart Williamson (1908–2006) from the beginning of his career in 1928, though his Seetee stories were originally signed Will Stewart. Williamson was born in Arizona and (after stints in Mexico and Texas) raised on an isolated New Mexico homestead, returning to that region in his later years; he described his early upbringing, and his first encounter with SF in the 1920s, in his introduction and notes to The Early Williamson (coll 1975), which assembles some of the rough but vigorous stories he published 1928-33; and amplified this material in Wonder’s Child: My Life in Science Fiction (1984) (see below), which won a 1985 Hugo.

After discovering Amazing Stories, and specifically being influenced by its 1927 reprint serialization of Abraham Merritt’s The Moon Pool (1919), Williamson immediately decided to try to write stories for that magazine. His first published fiction, ‘The Metal Man’ in December 1928 for Amazing, was deeply influenced by Merritt’s lush visual style, but like most of his early work conveyed an exhilarating if sometimes unhinged sense of liberation. Williamson was from the first an adaptable writer, responsive to the changing nature of his markets, and his collaborations over the years seemed to be genuine attempts to learn more about his craft as well as to produce saleable fiction. His first great teacher after Merritt was Miles J. Breuer, whom he came across through his early association with fan organizations like the International Science Correspondence Club and the American Interplanetary Society, and to whom he deliberately apprenticed himself. Breuer, he reported in The Early Williamson, ‘taught me to curb my tendencies toward wild melodrama and purple adjectives’; what Williamson gave Breuer in return was an inspiring fount of energy. Both of their book collaborations – The Girl from Mars (1929) in Hugo Gernsback’s Science Fiction Series, which was Williamson’s first book, and The Birth of a New Republic (magazine version 1931; 1981) – were written primarily by the younger man, following Breuer’s ideas.

Williamson’s development was swift. From the very first he was equally comfortable with both story and novel forms; indeed, by 1940 he had published as many as twelve novels in the magazines (the total varying according to estimates of the length thought necessary for a tale to be so designated), including The Alien Intelligence (magazine version 1929; 1980); The Green Girl (magazine version 1930; 1950); The Birth of a New Republic (magazine version 1930; 1981) with Miles J. Breuer; ‘The Stone from the Green Star’ (1931); Golden Blood (magazine version 1933; 1964); ‘Xandulu’ (1934), ‘Islands of the Sun’ (1935); ‘The Blue Spot’ (1937) and The Fortress of Utopia (magazine version 1939; 1998); and in his later career he concentrated even more heavily on longer forms. Some of these tales – perhaps most noticeably The Green Girl and Golden Blood – display a crude narrative brio, adaptability to various markets, vivid characters, and inklings of higher ambitions. His output over the first decade of his career fills the first five of the eight volumes of The Collected Stories of Jack Williamson, which includes the novel-length tales; the sequence begins with The Metal Man and Others (1999) and ends with At the Human Limit (2011), all titles expertly edited by Stephen Haffner.

The best of his pre-World War Two work was probably the Legion of Space series, which initially comprised The Legion of Space (magazine version 1934; 1947) (see below) and The Cometeers (coll 1950); much later he published The Queen of the Legion (1983), a significantly less energetic addendum. Of almost equal interest, perhaps, was the Legion of Time (a sequence not connected to the Legion of Space), which included The Legion of Time (magazine version 1938; 1961) and After World’s End (magazine version 1939; 1961). It is one of the earliest and most ingenious Time Operas, involving complex Time Paradoxes and other turns, as conflicting Alternate Worlds battle through time in an extensive and complicated Changewar, each trying to ensure its own existence and deny its opponent’s; the fulcrum around which the conflict wages, the moment where one or another world is made possible, focuses on John Barr, who as a small boy either picks up a magnet, whose influence upon him makes the world known as Jonbar possible, or picks up a pebble and fades into obscurity, making the world known as Gyronchi possible. A fulcrum of this nature has come commonly to be known as a Jonbar Point, and eventually inspired one of the most penetrating studies yet written about a pulp-SF novel, Brian W. Aldiss’s ‘Judgement at Jonbar’ (1964).

By the 1940s, however, John W. Campbell Jr’s Golden Age of SF had begun, and Williamson was suddenly an old-timer. However, though he did not much participate in its inception, he did adapt to the new world with commendable speed, and by the end of the decade had published what will probably remain his most significant works, becoming recognized during this period as one of the central authors of Genre SF. A transitional series – the Seetee Antimatter tales – came first: Seetee Ship (magazine version 1942-43; 1951) and Seetee Shock (magazine version 1949; 1950), both published as by Will Stewart; they were assembled as Seetee Ship/Seetee Shock (1971), being presented in the original magazine order. In the sequence, the world is confronted with the engineering challenge of coping with the Antimatter that is found to make up part of the Asteroid belt, and harnessing it as a safe Power Source; more smoothly told than its predecessors, the series still unchallengingly presents its asteroid miners and their crises in the old fashion, with a great deal of action but little insight. Its commercial success led to Williamson’s creation of a Comic strip, Beyond Mars, which ran for three years in the New York Daily News.

Far more significant was Darker Than You Think (magazine version 1949; 1948), a remarkable speculative novel about lycanthropy and other forms of Shapeshifting which early presented the thesis that Werewolves are genetic throwbacks to a species cognate with Homo sapiens. Also in the 1940s Williamson published his most famous and respected sequence, the Humanoids series: ‘With Folded Hands …’ (1947), The Humanoids (magazine version 1948; 1949) – both assembled as The Humanoids (1980) (see below) – plus, much later, The Humanoid Touch (1980).

In the 1950s Williamson embarked on a second career at Eastern New Mexico University, where he took a BA in English and an MA with an unpublished 1957 thesis, ‘A Study of the Sense of Prophecy in Modern Science Fiction’; he then took a PhD with the University of Colorado in 1964 on H. G. Wells’s early SF, and expanded his thesis into H.G. Wells: Critic of Progress (1973), a book which, despite some methodological clumsiness, valuably examines Wells’s complex engagement with the idea of progress and of the World State. He taught the modern novel and literary criticism until his retirement in 1977, and was at the same time deeply involved in promoting SF as an academic subject. In 1973 Williamson received a Pilgrim Award for his academic work relating to SF.

After 1950 or so – at a point when younger writers in the field were thinking of him as an old master from the beginnings of genre time – Williamson had begun to suffer from a writer’s block which he did not fully escape for more than two decades, though he continued to produce novels of interest like Dragon’s Island (1951), whose presentation of Genetic Engineering once again conceals a prescient numeracy under a bluff, slightly archaic narrative style. Much of his new work from this point was collaborative, and the continued modernizing of his techniques and concerns can be seen as an ongoing demonstration of his remarkable willingness to learn from the world and from others. Star Bridge (1955) with James E. Gunn was no more than competent Space Opera, but his ongoing partnership with Frederik Pohl was of more interest, though always problematic: the effects of their collaboration did not seem entirely comfortable. Their first sequence, the Jim Eden series of juveniles – Undersea Quest (1954), Undersea Fleet (1956) and Undersea City (1958), all three assembled as The Undersea Trilogy (1992) – was routine. The second, the Starchild tales – The Reefs of Space (1964), Starchild (1965) and Rogue Star (1969), assembled as The Starchild Trilogy (1977) – also fails to combine space opera and Metaphysics convincingly as it traces the problematic epic of humanity’s Evolution into a mature planet-spanning species. The Cuckoo series – Farthest Star (1975) and Wall Around a Star (1983), assembled as The Saga of Cuckoo (1983) – does not quite succeed in bringing to life its cosmogonic premises or its Linguistic concerns. On the other hand, Land’s End (1988) is an enjoyable singleton, featuring a planet-threatening Disaster: a comet destroys the ozone layer and humanity seeks refuge Under the Sea. The Singers of Time (1991), about a non-violent Invasion of Earth, is also strong.

During the period of his collaborations with Pohl, Williamson began slowly to enter the Indian summer of his writing career as a solo author. But in the 1980s he began to produce work of an astonishing youthfulness. Manseed (1982) uses a space-opera format to investigate, with renewed freshness, the imaginative potential of Genetic Engineering. The Lifeburst sequence – Lifeburst (1984), an exercise in interstellar Realpolitik, grim and engrossing in its depiction of the parcelling out of Earth, sophisticated in its presentation of sexual material; and Mazeway (1990), which has a Young Adult tone through its vivid presentation of the eponymous galactic test that the young protagonists must pass to render humanity eligible for higher things – were various and astonishingly vigorous. Firechild (1986) generates a rhetoric of Transcendence – very much in the fashion of the 1980s – out of developments in Biology. Into the Eighth Decade (1990) serves as a brief résumé of Williamson’s post-World War Two career. Beachhead (1992) describes an expedition to a Mars according to contemporary knowledge, although the plot itself is redolent of a much earlier era. Despite its title, Demon Moon (1994) is also – highly coloured – SF, though the tone is Equipoisal between SF and fantasy. The Black Sun (1997), on the other hand, mixes Hard SF and Space Opera: a human Starship is caught by a Black Hole, and discovers artefacts hinting at a Forerunner civilization; it in turn was followed by the strong Terraforming Earth (2001). He continued as well to publish short fiction of merit, ‘The Ultimate Earth’ (2000) winning Hugo and Nebula awards for best novella; and (though he continued to publish through 2007) supplied a touching coda to his long career with The Man from Somewhere (magazine version 2003; 2005), a tale whose title deliberately echoes that of The Girl from Mars, his first separate work, seventy-six years earlier.

In 1976 he was given the second SFWA Grand Master Award (his sole predecessor was Robert A Heinlein); in 1994 he received the World Fantasy Award for lifetime achievement. He was inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame on its inauguration in 1996. As commemorated in Seventy-Five: The Diamond Anniversary of a Science Fiction Pioneer – Jack Williamson (2004) and in The Worlds of Jack Williamson: A Centennial Tribute (1908–2008) (coll 2008), he was an SF writer of substance for over seventy years. In his life and in his work he encompassed the field, which began when he began to write, and for many his death served as a symbolic marker of the end of the twentieth century genre.

With The Legion of Space (magazine version 1934; 1947), the fine Space Opera that is the first title presented here, Williamson became a dominating figure in 1930s SF. The tale depicts the far-flung, Universe-shaking adventures of four buccaneering soldiers, very roughly based on Alexandre Dumas’s Three Musketeers sequence (there are, of course, four musketeers in all). Giles Habibula, the most original conception of the lot – his character interestingly harks back to Rabelais and to William Shakespeare’s Falstaff – was a model for several life-loving grotesques in later SF tales, including Poul Anderson’s Nicholas van Rijn. More or less unaided, the four save the human worlds from threats both internal and external in conjunction with the woman whose hereditary role it is to guard from evil a doomsday Weapon called AKKA. The influence of E. E. ‘Doc’ Smith’s Lensman saga can be felt throughout; Williamson’s realistic disinclination to threaten the end of the universe at the drop of a blaster is neatly balanced by a very much greater gift for characterization.

By the 1940s, Williamson had written most of his best Space Operas. But The Humanoids (magazine version 1948; 1949), the second example of his wide-ranging craft published here, amply justifies his changed focus in a tale which confronts the near impossibility of assessing the pluses and minuses of a humanoid (i.e., AI-driven) hegemony over the world, however benevolent. Williamson suggests, hopefully, that humanity’s new masters, driven by their Prime Directive, are contriving to force people to transcend their condition; in our own, darker era, it is good to be reminded that there may be some hope that the nearly sentient artifacts we are building today may keep us from stumbling over the brink into deeper darkness. Williamson had not a pollyanna bone in his body; but he never stopped thinking we might make it all the way to tomorrow.

Terraforming Earth (2001), which won a John W. Campbell Memorial Award and ends this traversal of Williamson’s long career, reworks the concept of Terraforming, a term he coined in his 1942 story ‘Collision Orbit’, the first instalment in his Seetee sequence. The term is usually applied to other planets, but here it is Earth itself, aeons after a disaster has ended life here, that is terraformed by humanity’s distant descendants. The ironies are clear; the scope is great; the sense of wonder glows darkly throughout. We are lucky to have such a novel from such a writer.

Finally, though it was published more than twenty productive years before his death, Wonder’s Child: My Life in Science Fiction (1984), which won a 1985 Hugo, is a fine account not only of Jack Williamson’s life but of the SF world he occupied for so long. These reminiscences reconfirm the explosively liberating effect early Pulp-magazine SF had on its first young audiences, especially those who like Williamson grew up in small towns or farms across an America hurtling out of its rural past; and it demonstrates how that early freedom infused his life for many decades.

For a more detailed version of the above, see Jack Williamson’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/williamson_jack

Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.


THE LEGION OF SPACE


Dedication

To all the readers and the writers of that new literature called science-fiction, who find mystery, wonder and high adventure in the expanding universe of knowledge, and who sometimes seek to observe and to forecast the vast impact of science upon the lives and minds of men.


PROLOGUE

The Man Who Remembered Tomorrow

‘Well, Doctor, what’s your verdict?’

He sat up on the examination table, with the sheet wrapped around his bent and stringy frame, and firmly commanded my nurse to bring back his clothes. He looked at me, his bright blue eyes sharply curious and yet oddly unafraid – for I knew he expected a sentence of death.

‘Acquittal, John,’ I told him honestly. ‘You’re really indestructible. Remarkable shape, for a man of your age – except for that knee. You’ll make me a good patient and a better chess opponent for the next twenty years.’

But old John Delmar shook his weatherbeaten head, very seriously.

‘No, Doctor.’ In that same tone of quiet and unexcited certainty, he might have said today was Tuesday. ‘No, Doctor, I’ve less than three weeks. I’ve known for several years that I’m going to die at eleven-seven on the morning of 23 March 1945.’

‘Nonsense,’ I told him. ‘Not likely – unless you jump in front of a truck. That knee may always be a little stiff, but there’s certainly nothing else –’

‘I know the date.’ His thin, old voice had a flat, impersonal conviction. ‘You see, I read it on a tombstone.’ He didn’t seem to regard that statement as remarkable. ‘I came in this morning just to see if you can tell me what it is that I’m to die of.’

He looked entirely too sane and cool to fall victim to any superstitious notion.

‘You can forget the idea of that,’ I assured him heartily. ‘Physically, you’re sounder than most men twenty years younger. Except for that knee, and a few assorted scars—’

‘Please don’t think I want to question your diagnosis, but I’m really quite positive.’ He seemed apologetic, and oddly hesitant. ‘You see, Doctor, I’ve an unusual – well, call it a gift. I’ve meant, sometime, to tell you about it. That is, if you’d care to hear –’

He paused, diffidently.

I had wondered a long time, about old John Delmar. A faded, stiff little man, with thin grey hair and blue eyes that were curiously bright, strangely young. Still erect and agile, for all the years he owned to, he walked with a slight quick limp from that old bullet wound in his knee.

We had first met when he came home from the war in Spain – he looked me up to bring me word of a friend of mine, not a third his age, who had died beside him, fighting with the Loyalists. I liked him. A lonely old soldier, he didn’t talk too much about his campaigns. We discovered a mutual interest in chess, and he made a pleasant companion. He had a youth of heart, an eager and unquenchable vitality, rare in a man so old. My medical interest, besides, was aroused by his durable physique.

For he had endured many things.

He had always been reticent. I was, I believe, his most intimate friend through those last, unwontedly peaceful years, yet he had given me no more than the barest hints of his long and remarkable life. He grew up, he told me, in the frontier West; he rode with a gun in a cattle war when he was only a boy, and somehow he got into the Texas Rangers a little short of the legal age. Later he served in the Rough Riders, and in the Boer War, and under Porfirio Diaz. In 1914 he joined the British Army – to make up, he said, for fighting the British in South Africa. Later he was in China and in the Rif, in the Gran Chaco and in Spain. It was a Spanish prison camp that stiffened his bad knee. His hard-seasoned body began to fail him at last, and he finally came home, too old to fight again. That was when we met.

I knew, too, that he was busy with some literary project – dropping in at his rather shabby rooms for a pipe and a game of chess, I had noticed his desk piled with closely written pages. Until he came to the office that morning in the spring of 1945, however, I had supposed that he was merely writing the memoirs of his colourful past. I had no inkling that his manuscripts dealt with his recollections of the more wonderful future.

Fortunately, no patient was waiting that morning, and his quiet air of matter-of-fact certainty about the moment of his death piqued my curiosity. When he was dressed again, I made him fill his pipe and told him that I’d be glad to hear.

‘It’s a good thing that most fighting men are killed before they get too old to fight,’ he began a little awkwardly, settling back in his chair and easing his knee with thin, quivering hands. That’s what I was thinking, one cold morning, the year this war began.

‘You remember when I came home to New York – or I called it coming home. But I found myself a stranger. Most people don’t have the time that you do, Doctor, for old fighting men. There was nothing for me to do. I was useless as a worn-out gun. That wet, gusty morning – it was April thirteenth, I remember – I sat down on a bench in Central Park, to think things over. I got cold. And I decided – well, that I’d already lived too long.

‘I was just getting up from the bench, to go back to the room and get my old automatic, when I – remembered!

‘That’s the only word I know. Memory. It seems a little strange, though, to speak of remembering things that haven’t happened yet. That won’t happen, some of them, for a thousand years and more. But there’s no other word.

‘I’ve talked to scientists about it, Doctor. A psychologist, first. A behaviourist. He laughed. It didn’t fit in, he said, with the concepts of behaviourism. A man, he said, is just a machine. Everything a man does is just mechanical reaction to stimulus.

‘But, if that’s so, there are stimuli that the behaviourists have never found.

‘There was another man who didn’t laugh. A physicist from Oxford, a lecturer on Einstein – relativity. He didn’t laugh. He seemed to believe what I told him. He asked questions about my – memories. But there wasn’t much I could tell him, then.

‘What he told me helped to ease my mind – the thing had had me worried. I wanted to talk about it to you, Doctor. But we were just getting to be good chess companions, and I didn’t want you to think me too odd.

‘Anyhow, this Oxford man told me that Space and Time aren’t real, apart. And they aren’t really different. They fade one into the other all around us. He spoke of the continuum and two-way time and a theory of the serial universe. I didn’t understand it all. But there’s no real reason, he said, why we shouldn’t remember the future – all of us. In theory, he said, our minds ought to be able to trace world-lines into the future, just as easily as into the past.

‘Hunches and premonitions and dreams, he believed, are sometimes real memories of things yet to come. I didn’t understand all he said, but he did convince me that the thing wasn’t – well, insanity. I had been afraid, Doctor.

‘He wanted to know more about what I – remembered. But that was years ago. It was just scattered impressions, then, most of them vague and confused. It’s a power, I think, that most people have to some degree – it simply happens to be better developed in me. I’ve always had hunches, some vague sense to warn me of danger – which is probably why I’m still alive. But the first clear memory of the future came that day in the park. And it was many months before I could call them up at will.

‘You don’t understand it, I suppose. I’ll try to describe that first experience, in the park. I slipped on the wet pavement, and fell back on the bench – I had got cold, sitting there, and I wasn’t so long back from Spain then, you know.

‘And suddenly I wasn’t in the park at all.

‘I was still falling, all right. I was in the same position – but no longer on the Earth. All around me was a weird plain. It was blazing with a glare of light, pitted with thousands of craters, ringed with mountains higher than any I had ever seen. The Sun was burning down out of a blue sky dark as midnight, and full of stars. There was another body in the heavens, huge and greenish.

‘A fantastic black machine was gliding down over those terrible mountains. It was larger than you’d think a flying machine could be, and utterly strange. It had just hit me with some weapon, and I was reeling back under the agony of the wound. Beside me was a great explosion of red gas. The cloud of it poured over me, and burned my lungs, and blotted out everything.

‘It was some time before I realized that I had been on the Moon – or rather that I had picked up the last thoughts of a man dying there. I had never had time for astronomy, but one day I happened to see a photograph of the lunar craters – and recognized them, and knew that the greenish crescent had been the Earth itself.

‘And the shock of that discovery only increased my bewilderment. It was nearly a year before I understood that I was developing an ability to recall the future. But that first incident happened in the thirtieth century, in the conquest of the Moon by the Medusae – the man whose last moments I shared was one of the human colonists they murdered.

‘The faculty improved with practice, like any other. It’s simply telepathy, I’m convinced, carrying thought across Time and not merely through Space. Just remember that neither Space nor Time is real; they are both just aspects of one reality.

‘At first I got contact only with minds under great stress, like that of the dying colonist. Even yet, there are difficulties – or I shouldn’t have asked you to examine me this morning, Doctor. But I’ve managed to follow human history, pretty well, through the next thousand years. That’s what I’ve been writing.

‘The history of the future!

‘The conquest of space is what thrills me most. Partly because it’s the most difficult achievement of human engineering, the most daring and the most dangerous. And partly, I suppose, because my own descendants played a big part in it.’

An eager ring of enthusiasm had risen in his voice, and now he paused awkwardly, as if suddenly self-conscious because of it. His sharp blue eyes searched my face. I kept silent until he went on, sure that the least show of doubt would stop him.

‘Yes, Doctor, I’ve a son.’ His thin brown face showed a wistful pride. ‘I don’t see much of him, because he’s a very busy young man. I failed to make a soldier out of him, and I used to think he’d never amount to much. I tried to get him to join up, long before Pearl Harbour, but he wouldn’t hear of it.

‘No, Don never took to fighting. He’s something you call a nuclear physicist, and he’s got himself a nice, safe deferment. Now he’s on a war job, somewhere out in New Mexico. I’m not even supposed to know where he is, and I can’t tell you what he’s doing – but the thesis he wrote, at Tech, was something about the metal uranium.’

Old John Delmar gave me a proud and wistful smile.

‘No, I used to think that Don would never accomplish much, but now I know that he designed the first atomic reaction motor. I used to think he had no guts – but he was man enough to pilot the first manned atomic rocket ever launched.’

I must have goggled, for he explained:

‘That was 1956, Doctor – the past tense just seems more convenient. With this – this capacity of mine, you see, I shared that flight with Don, until his rocket exploded, outside the stratosphere. He died, of course. But he left a son, to carry on the Delmar name.

‘And that grandson of mine reached the Moon, Doctor, in a military rocket. After uranium was discovered there, he went back to take command of the American outpost – a little camp of air-tight domes, over the mines. But the ghastly atomic wars, in the 1990’s, isolated the Moon. My grandson died there, with the rest of his little garrison, and it was nearly two hundred years before human civilization was far enough recovered from the wars to build another space rocket.

‘But it was a Miles Delmar, late in the 22nd century, who finally went back to the dead mining camps on the Moon, and then set out for Mars. He left too much shielding off his atomic reaction motor, to lighten his ship for that voyage, and the leaking radiations killed him and all his crew. The dead ship carried the bodies on, and crashed in the Syrtis Major.

‘Miles’s son, Zane Delmar, patented the geodyne – which was a vast advance over the heavy, dangerous atomic reactors. He found the wreck of his father’s ship on Mars, and survived an attack from the native Martian beings, and later died of a Venusian jungle-fever. The victory of men over space wasn’t easy – quite! But Zane’s three sons carried on the war. And they made a huge fortune out of the geodyne.

‘In the next century, all the solar system was pretty well explored, as far out as the moon of Neptune. It was fifty years more before a John Ulnar reached Pluto – our family name was changed, about that time, from Delmar to Ulnar, to fit a new universal identification system.

‘His fuel exhausted, so that he couldn’t return, John managed to keep himself alive for four years, alone on the Black Planet. He left a diary that his nephew found, twenty years later. A strange document, that diary!

‘It was Mary Ulnar – a peculiar Amazon she must have been – who began the conquest of the silica-armoured desert life of Mars. And Arthur Ulnar, her brother, who led the first fleet to attack the cold, half-metallic beings which had extended their own rule over the four great moons of Jupiter – he died on Io.

‘More battles, however, were fought in the laboratory than in space. Explorers and colonists met terrific, endless difficulties with bacteria, atmospheres, gravitations, chemical dangers. As planetary engineers, the Ulnars contributed a full share to that new science, which, with gravity generators, synthetic atmospheres, and climate-controls, could finally transform a frozen, stony asteroid into a tiny paradise.

‘And the Ulnars took a generous reward.

‘For a dark chapter of the family history begins with the twenty-sixth century. By then, the conquest of the solar system was finished. The Ulnar family had been the leaders, and they seized the spoils. They had controlled interplanetary commerce since the time of Zane and his geodyne, and they finally dominated the whole System.

‘One bold tycoon had himself crowned Eric the First, Emperor of the Sun. For two hundred years his descendants ruled all the planets as absolute despots. Their reign, I’m sorry to say, was savagely oppressive. There were endless outbreaks for liberty, cruelly put down.

‘Adam the Third, however, was at last forced to abdicate – his great mistake was an effort to suppress the freedom of scientific research. The scientists overthrew him, and the Green Hall Council launched the first real democracy of history. For the next two centuries, a genuine civilization existed in the System, defended by a small body of picked and well-trained fighting men, the Legion of Space.’

Wistfully again, old John Delmar shook his lean grey head.

‘If I could have lived a thousand years later!’ he whispered. ‘I might have fought with that Legion. For that golden age of peace was broken. Another Eric Ulnar ventured away into space, the first man to circle another star. He reached that strange dwarf sun that astronomers know as Barnard’s Runaway Star – the few nearer stars having proved to possess no planets. And he brought back terror and suffering and the shadow of doom to the human planets.

‘The mad ambition of that remote descendant of mine brought war between our System and another,’ that slow old voice said sadly. ‘War and invasion, treason and terror. Even the Legion was betrayed.

‘And then there was an epic achievement by a few loyal men of the Legion of Space – perhaps the most heroic thing that men ever did. One of those few was another Ulnar. John Ulnar. I like to think that his name came down from me.’

My office nurse chose that unfortunate moment to announce another patient. And little John Delmar hastily knocked out his pipe, apologetic for having taken so much of my time. He came to his feet, unsteady on his bad knee, and a vision seemed to fade from his oddly bright, live blue eyes.

‘I must be going, Doctor.’ And he added, quietly, ‘Now you see how I know that I’m due to die on the morning of March twenty-third.’

‘You’re sound as a bell,’ I insisted again. ‘And much too sane to let any such notion – But this is a very remarkable thing you’ve told me, John. I wish you had mentioned it before; and now I’d like very much to see those manuscripts. Why don’t you publish them?’

‘Perhaps,’ he promised vaguely. ‘But so few would believe, and I don’t like to expose myself to any charge of fraud.’

I let him go, reluctantly. I meant to call at his rooms, to hear the rest of his story and read his manuscripts. But the urgencies of wartime practice kept me busy all that week – until his landlady phoned me, to say that poor old Mr Delmar had been down sick with a cold, for the last two days, alone in his rooms.

In two hours, in spite of his feeble protests, he was in the hospital. If I had only made the time to call, a few days before – but yet, perhaps, as he quietly believed, it may be that the future is really already determined, as firmly unchangeable as the past.

Influenza, with pulmonary complications. The outlook seemed good enough, the first few days, and I knew that old John Delmar’s fighting heart had pulled him through a hundred more desperate situations. But sulfa and penicillin failed. His old heart surrendered. He knew he was going to die, and he did – quite peacefully, under an oxygen tent, on the morning of March 23. I was standing by his bed, and I looked at my watch.

The time was eleven-seven.

Whatever others may decide, I was well enough convinced, even before the proof of death. John Delmar at first wished to have his manuscripts destroyed, because his splendid scheme of a full history of the next thousand years was far from complete, but I persuaded him to leave the finished sections in my hands. As mere fiction, they would be enormously entertaining. As a real prevision of future history, they are more than fascinating.

The selection which follows deals with the adventures of John Star – born John Ulnar – who was a young soldier in the Legion of Space, in the thirtieth century, when human treason sought an alliance with the unearthly Medusae, and so brought alien horror and black disaster to the unwarned worlds of men.


CHAPTER ONE

A Fort on Mars

‘I’m reporting, Major Stell, for orders.’

John Star, lean and trim in his new Legion uniform, stood at attention before the desk where the stern, white-haired officer sat toying with the silver model of a space cruiser. He felt the major’s merciless eyes come up from the tiny ship to search out every detail of his small-boned, hard physique. Taut and almost quivering, he endured that probing gaze, burningly anxious to know his first assignment.

‘Are you ready, John Ulnar, to accept your first order in the Legion as it should be accepted, to put duty above everything else?’

‘I hope so, sir. I believe so.’

What would it be?

‘I hope so too, John Ulnar.’

John Star was then called John Ulnar; the ‘Star’ is a title of distinction given him later by the Green Hall. John Star we shall call him, according to the Green Hall’s edict.

This day, one of the first in the thirtieth century, had been the supreme, the most thrilling day of his twenty-one years. It marked the end of his five arduous years in the Legion Academy, on Catalina Island. Now the ceremonies were finished. His life in the Legion was about to begin.

Where, he wondered eagerly, would his first tour of duty be? On some cruiser of the Legion Patrol, in the cold wastes of space? At some isolated outpost in the exotic, terrible jungles of Venus? Or perhaps in the Guard of the Green Hall itself? He strove to conceal his consuming impatience.

‘John Ulnar,’ old Major Stell spoke at last, with maddening deliberation. ‘I hope you realize the meaning of duty.’

‘I think I do, sir.’

‘Because,’ the officer continued, as slowly, ‘you are being assigned to a duty that is peculiarly important.’

‘What is it, sir?’

He could not resist the desire to hasten the satisfaction of his anxious curiosity, but Major Stell refused to hurry. His keen eyes still scanned John Star pitilessly, while his thin fingers continued to turn the silver toy on his desk.

‘John Ulnar, you are being given a duty that has previously been entrusted only to seasoned, chosen veterans of the Legion. It surprised me, I may say, that you were selected for it. Your lack of experience will be a disadvantage to you.’

‘Not too much of one, I hope, sir.’

Why didn’t he come to the point?

‘The orders for your assignment, John Ulnar, came directly from Commander Ulnar himself. Does it happen that you are related to the Commander of the Legion, and his nephew, Eric Ulnar, the explorer?’

‘Yes, sir. Distantly.’

‘That must explain your orders. But if you fail in this duty, John Ulnar, don’t expect any favour of the Commander to save you from the consequences.’

‘No, sir. Of course not!’

How long could he endure this anxiety?

‘The service to which you are assigned, John Ulnar, is not well known. It is in fact secret. But it is the most important that can be entrusted to a soldier of the Legion. Your responsibility will be to the Green Hall itself. Any failure, I may warn you, even if due only to negligence, will mean disgrace and very severe punishment.’

‘Yes, sir.’

What could it be?

‘John Ulnar, did you ever hear of AKKA?’

‘Akka? Why, I think not, sir.’

‘It isn’t ‘akka.’ AKKA. It’s a symbol.’

‘Yes, sir. What does it mean?’

At last, was he coming to it?

‘Men have given their lives to learn that, John Ulnar. And men have died for knowing. Only one person in the System knows precisely what those four letters stand for. That person is a young woman. The most important single duty of the Legion is to guard her.’

‘Yes, sir.’ A breathless whisper.

‘Because, John Ulnar, AKKA is the most precious thing that humanity possesses. I need not tell you what it is. But the loss of it, I may say – the loss of the young woman who knows it – would mean unprecedented disaster to humanity.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He waited, painfully.

‘I could assign you to no duty more important than to join the few trusted men who guard that young woman. And to no duty more perilous! For desperate men know that AKKA exists, know that possession of it would enable them to dictate to the Green Hall – or to destroy it.

‘No risk, nor any difficulty, will deter them from attempting to get possession of the young woman, to force the secret from her. You must be unceasingly alert against attempts by stealth or violence. The girl – and AKKA – must be protected at any cost.’

‘Yes, sir. Where is the girl?’

‘That information cannot be given you, until you are out in space. The danger that you might pass it on, unwittingly or otherwise, is too great. The girl’s safety depends on her whereabouts being kept secret. If they become known – the whole Legion fleet might be inadequate to defend her.

‘You are assigned, John Ulnar, to join the guard of AKKA. You will report at once, at the Green Hall, to Captain Eric Ulnar, and place yourself under his orders.’

‘Under Eric Ulnar!’

He was astonished and overjoyed to know that he was to serve under his famous kinsman, the great explorer of space, just returned from his daring voyage beyond the limits of the System, to the far, strange planet of Barnard’s Runaway Star.

‘Yes. John Ulnar, I hope you never forget the overwhelming importance of the duty before you … That is all.’

Queerly, John Star’s heart ached at leaving the old campus of the Academy, at parting from his classmates. Queerly, for he was a-thrill with eagerness. Mystery lay ahead, the promise of peril, the adventure of meeting his famous kinsman. With native optimism, he ignored Major Stell’s grim hints of the possibility of disastrous failure.

From the ports of the descending strato-flier, that afternoon, he first saw the Green Hall – seat of the Supreme Council of the united planets.

Like a great emerald, it shimmered darkly cool in a waste of sun-baked New Mexico mesa – a colossal marvel of green, translucent glass. Three thousand feet the square central tower leaped up, crowned with the landing-stage to which the strato-plane was dropping. The four great colonnaded wings spread over a full mile of luxuriantly verdant parkland – a solitary jewel in the desert, under the rugged, mile-high wall of the Sandias.

John Star was a-throb with eagerness to see Eric Ulnar, then in the full radiance of his fame for commanding the first successful expedition beyond the System – if an expedition could be called successful when but a fourth of its members returned, and most of those dying of a fearful malady involving insanity and hideous bodily disfigurement.

Dark chapters, and silent ones, were in the story of the voyage. But the public, like John Star, had ignored them. Honours had been showered on Eric Ulnar, while most of his companions lay forgotten in hospital cells, gibbering of the horrors of that remote solitary planet, while their bodies rotted away unspeakably, beyond the aid or the understanding of medical science.

John Star found Eric Ulnar waiting for him in a private room in the vast Green Hall. Long golden hair and slender figure made the young officer almost femininely handsome. Burning eyes and haughty airs proclaimed his passion and his insolent pride. Retreating chin and irresolute mouth betrayed the man’s fatal weakness.

‘John Ulnar, I believe you are a relative of mine.’

‘I believe I am, sir,’ said John Star, concealing the stab of disappointment that pierced even through his admiration. He stood at attention, while the arrogant eyes of Eric Ulnar boldly scanned his lean body, hard and capable from the five grinding years of Academy training.

‘You are under some obligation, I believe, to Adam Ulnar?’

‘I am, sir. I am an orphan. It was the Commander of the Legion who got me the Academy appointment. But for that, I might never have been able to enter the Legion.’

‘Adam Ulnar is my uncle. He had me select you for the duty ahead. I hope you will serve me loyally.’

‘Of course, sir. Aside from the obligation, you are my superior in the Legion.’

Eric Ulnar smiled; for a moment his face was almost attractive, in spite of its weakness and its pride.

‘I’m sure we shall get on,’ he said. ‘But I may require services of you as a kinsman that I couldn’t ask of you as my subordinate in the Legion.’

John Star wondered what such services might be. He could not hide the fact that Eric Ulnar was not all he had hoped of the heroic explorer of space. Something about him roused a vague distrust, though the man had been his idol.

‘You’re ready to start for our post?’

‘Of course.’

‘We shall go aboard the cruiser, then, at once.’

‘We’re leaving the Earth?’

‘You’ll serve yourself best, John,’ Eric Ulnar said with an air of cutting superiority, ‘by obeying orders and asking no questions.’

An elevator lifted them to the glittering confusion of the landing stage on the green glass tower. The Scorpion was waiting for them there, a swift new space cruiser, taperingly cylindrical, a bare hundred feet long, all silver-white save for black projecting rockets.

Two Legionnaires met them at the air-lock, and came with them aboard. Vors, lean, stringy, rat-faced; Kimplen, tall, haggard-eyed, wolfish. Both years older than John Star, both, he soon learned, veterans of the interstellar expedition – among the few who had escaped that mysterious malady – they displayed for his inexperience a patronizing contempt that annoyed him. It was strange, he thought, that men of their type should have been chosen to guard the infinitely precious AKKA. He would not, he thought, care to trust either of them with the price of a meal.

The Scorpion was provisioned, fuelled, her crew of ten aboard and at their posts. Her air-lock quickly sealed, her multiple rockets vomiting blue flame, she flashed through the atmosphere into the freedom of the void.

A thousand miles off, safe in the frozen, star-domed vacuum of space, the pilot cut out the rockets. At an order from Eric Ulnar, he set the cruiser’s nose for the far red spark of Mars and started the geodyne generators. Quietly humming, their powerful fields reacting against, altering, the curvature of space itself, the geodynes – more technically, electro-magnetic geodesic deflectors – drove the Scorpion across the hundred million miles to Mars, with an acceleration and a final velocity that science had once declared impossible.

Forgetting his uneasy mistrust of Vors and Kimplen, John Star enjoyed the voyage. The eternal miracles of space fascinated him through long hours. Ebon sky; frozen pin-points of stars, many-coloured, motionless; silver clouds of nebulae; the supernal Sun, blue, winged with red coronal fire.

Three meals were served in the narrow galley. After twenty hours, the geodynes – too powerful for safe manoeuvre in the close vicinity of a planet – were stopped. The Scorpion fell, checked by rocket blasts, toward the night side of the planet Mars.

Standing by the navigator, Eric Ulnar gave him directions from some private memorandum. About the whole proceeding was an air of mystery, of secret haste, of daring unknown dangers, that mightily intrigued John Star. Yet he had the sense of something irregular; he was troubled by a little haunting fear that all was not as it ought to be.

On a stony Martian desert they landed, far, apparently, from any city or inhabited, fertile ‘canal.’ Low, dark hills loomed near in the starlight. John Star, with Eric Ulnar and rat-faced Vors and wolfish Kimplen, disembarked; beside them was lowered their meagre baggage and a little pile of freight.

Four Legionnaires came up presently through the darkness, the part of the guard, John Star understood, that they had come to relieve. The four went aboard, after their leader had exchanged some documents with Eric Ulnar; the valve clanged behind them. Blue flames jetted from the rockets; the Scorpion roared away, a dwindling blue comet, soon lost amid the blazing Martian stars.

John Star and the others waited in the desert for daylight. The Sun burst up suddenly, shrunken and blue, after the briefest yellow dawn, flooding the red landscape abruptly with harsh radiance.

Under violet zenith and lemon-green horizons, the ancient planet lay weirdly and grimly desolate. Lonely wastes of ochre drift-sand, rippled with low crescent dunes. Cruel, jutting ridges of red volcanic rock, projecting from yellow sand like broken fangs. Solitary boulders, carved by pitiless, wind-driven sand into grotesque scarlet monsters.

Crouching above the plain were the hills. Low, ancient, worn down by erosion of ages immemorial, like all the mountains of dying Mars. Tumbled masses of red stone; broken palisades of red-black, columnar rock; ragged, wind-carved precipices.

Sprawling across the hill-top was an ancient, half-ruined fort. Massive walls rambled along the rim of the precipices, studded here and there with square, heavy towers. It was all of the red volcanic stone characteristic of the Martian desert, all crumbling to slow ruin.

The fortress must date, John Star knew, from the conquest of the weird, silica-armoured Martians. It must have been abandoned a full three centuries ago. But it was not now deserted.

A sentry met them when they climbed to the gate, a very fat, short, blue-nosed man in Legion uniform, who had been dozing lazily on a bench in the warm sunlight. He examined Eric Ulnar’s documents with a fishy eye.

‘Ah, so you’re the relief guard?’ he wheezed. ‘ ’Tis mortal seldom we see a living being, here. Pass on, inside. Captain Otan is in his quarters beyond the court.’

Within the crumbling red walls they found a large, open court, surrounded with a gallery, many doors and windows opening upon it. A tiny fountain played in a little garden of vivid flowers. Beyond was a tennis court, from which a man and a slender girl vanished hastily as they entered.

John Star’s heart leaped with excitement at sight of the girl. She must be, he felt immediately certain, keeper of the mysterious AKKA. She was the girl he had been ordered to guard! Recalling Major Stell’s warning of desperate, unknown enemies anxious to seize her, John Star had a pang of apprehension. The old fort was no real defence; it was no more than a dwelling. There were, he soon found, only eight men to guard her, all told. They were armed only with hand proton-blast needles. Truly, secrecy was their only defence. Secrecy, and the girl’s secret weapon. If those enemies discovered she was here, and sent a modern, armed ship—

During the day he learned no more. Eric Ulnar, Vors, and Kimplen remained insolently uncommunicative; the four men left of the old guard were oddly distant, cautious in their talk, unmistakably apprehensive. They were busy bringing up the supplies from where the Scorpion had landed – provisions, apparently, to last many months.

An hour after dark, John Star was in the individual room he had been assigned, which opened on an ancient court, when he heard a shouted alarm.

‘Rockets! Rockets! A strange ship is landing!’

Running into the yard, he saw a greenish flare descending athwart the stars; he heard a thin whistling that increased to a screaming bellow, deafeningly loud. The flame, grown enormous, dropped beyond the east wall; the bellow abruptly ceased. He felt a sharp tremor underfoot.

‘A great ship!’ cried the sentry. ‘It landed so near it shook the hill. Its rockets burned green, a thing I never saw before.’

Could it be, John Star wondered, with an odd little pause of his heart, that the girl’s mysterious enemies had learned where she was? That this ship had come to take her?

Captain Otan, the commander of the tiny garrison, evidently had some such apprehension. An elderly thin man, very much agitated, he called out all the Legionnaires to station them about the old walls and towers with hand proton guns. For three hours John Star lay on his stomach, watching a crumbling redoubt. But nothing happened; at midnight he was dismissed.

The old officer, however, must still have been alarmed over the strange ship’s arrival. He ordered the three others of his own relief – Jay Kalam, Hal Samdu, and Giles Habibula – to remain on guard. From him, John Star caught a sense of terror and impending doom which he was not to escape for many dark and dreadful days.


CHAPTER TWO

An Eye and a Murder

John Star found himself abruptly sitting bolt upright in his bunk, staring at his open window, beyond which lay the great courtyard. It was no alarm that he could name which had aroused him; rather, a sudden chill of instinctive fear, an intuition of terror.

An eye! It must be, he thought, an eye, staring in at him. But it was fully a foot long, ovoid, all pupil. Thin, ragged black membranes edged it. It was purple, shining in the darkness like a great well of luminescence, somehow infinitely malignant. Mere sight of it shook him with an icy, elemental dread.

For only the briefest instant it gazed at him, unutterably evil, and then it was gone. Trembling, he scrambled out of bed to give the alarm. But the shock of it had left him doubtful of his senses. When he heard one sentry hail another in the court, as if nothing were amiss, he decided that the frightful eye had been no more than nightmare.

He wasn’t given to nightmares. But after all, he had heard nothing; and the thing had vanished the very instant he glimpsed it. It was sheer impossibility; no creature in the System had eyes a foot long, not even the sea-lizards of Venus. He went back to bed and tried to sleep – unsuccessfully, for the image of that fearful eye kept haunting him.

He was up before dawn, anxious to know more of the strange ship. Passing the weary sentries in the court, he climbed the spiral stair in the old north tower, and looked out across the crimson landscape just as the sun rose abruptly above the horizon.

Dunes of yellow sand – shattered, weirdly eroded rock – he saw nothing else. But crumbling walls, eastward, shut off his view; the vessel, he thought, might lie beyond them. His curiosity increased. If it were a friendly, Legion ship, why had the rocket-blasts been green? If it carried enemies, why had they not already struck?

The girl was behind him when he turned: she whom he had glimpsed on the tennis court, and guessed to be keeper of AKKA. He saw again that she was very lovely. Slim and straight and cleanly formed; eyes cool grey, sober and honest; hair a lustrous brown that made magic of flame and colour in the new sunlight. She wore a simple white tunic; her breast was heaving from the run behind him up the stairs.

It surprised him that the keeper of AKKA should be so young and lovely.

‘Why – why, good morning.’ He felt confused, for Legion cadets have little time for the social graces, yet very delighted and eager to please her.

‘It must be very near!’ she cried, breathless. Her voice, he perceived was adorable – and alarmed.

‘Beyond the walls, perhaps.’

‘I think so.’ Her grey eyes studied him frankly, weighed him – warming, he thought, with approval. She said abruptly, voice lower: ‘I want to talk to you.’

‘I’m quite willing.’ He smiled.

‘Please be serious,’ she appealed, urgently. ‘You are loyal? Loyal to the Legion? To the Green Hall? To mankind?’

‘Why, of course I am. What –’

‘I believe you are,’ she whispered, grey eyes still very intent on his face. ‘I believe you really are.’

‘Why should you doubt me?’

‘I’ll tell you,’ she said swiftly. ‘But you must keep this to yourself. Every word. Even from your officer, Captain Ulnar.’

Her face, when she spoke the name, tensed with a dislike that was almost hate.

‘If you say. Though I don’t see –’

‘I shall trust you. First, do you know why you’re here?’

‘I’ve orders to guard a girl who knows some mysterious secret.’

‘I’m the girl.’ Her voice was more deliberate, more confident. ‘I don’t matter. But the secret, AKKA, is the most valuable and the most dangerous thing in the System. I must tell you a little more about it than you seem to know. For AKKA is in terrible danger. You must help us to save it!’

Quietly, then, she asked a question that seemed odd:

‘You know the history, I suppose, of the old wars between the Purples and the Greens?’

‘Why, I think so. Purple was the colour of the Emperors. The Greens were the faction led by the research scientists that revolted and set up the democratic Green Hall. The last Emperor, Adam the Third, abdicated two hundred years ago.’

‘Do you know why he abdicated?’

‘No. No, the books didn’t say. I used to wonder.’

‘I must tell you. It’s important. The Emperors, you know, enjoyed despotic power. They were vastly wealthy; they commanded private space fleets, and owned whole planets, outright. They ruled with an iron cruelty. The enemies they didn’t liquidate were deported to Pluto.

‘An ancestor of mine, Charles Anthar, was shipped out – because of a chance remark in favour of free speech and free research, made to a man he thought a friend! The finest physicist in the System. He spent fourteen years in the cold dungeons of the Black Planet.

‘On Pluto, he made a scientific discovery. The theory he worked out in his dungeon by pure mathematics. That took him nine years. Then his fellow prisoners smuggled materials to him, to build the apparatus he had planned. It was very simple, but he was five years finding the parts.

‘When it was finished, he destroyed the prison guard. Sitting in his cell, he forced Adam the Third to obey his orders. If the Emperor had refused, Charles Anthar could have wrecked the solar system.

‘Since, his discovery has defended the peace of the Green Hall. It is so very dangerous that only one person at a time is permitted to know it. Only this much of it has ever been put in writing – an abbreviation.’

She showed him, tattooed on a white palm, the letters AKKA.

‘And now you are in danger?’ John Star whispered.

‘I am. The Purples didn’t lose their wealth and influence, you see, and they’ve always plotted to restore the Empire. The terrible power of AKKA is all that restrains their schemes. They want the secret, but it has always been safely kept for the Green Hall, by the descendants of Charles Anthar.

‘My name is Aladoree Anthar. I had the secret from my father, six years ago, before he died. I had to give up the life that I had planned, and make a very solemn promise.

‘The Purples, of course, have known about AKKA from the first. Endlessly they have conspired and bribed and murdered to get possession of it for themselves. With it, they’d be supreme, forever. Now I think Eric Ulnar has come to take it!’

‘You must trust Eric!’ protested John Star. ‘Why, he’s the famous explorer – and the nephew of the Commander of the Legion!’

‘That’s why I think we’re betrayed.’

‘Why, I don’t see –’

‘Ulnar,’ she said, ‘was the family name of the Emperors. Eric Ulnar, I believe, is the direct heir, the pretender to the throne. I don’t trust him, or his scheming, plotting uncle –’

‘Adam Ulnar, scheming, plotting!’ John Star was outraged. ‘You call the Commander that?’

‘I do! I think he used his wealth and influence to become Commander, so he could find where I am hidden. He sent Eric here! That ship, last night, brought the traitor reinforcements, and a way to escape with me!’

‘Impossible!’ gasped John Star. ‘Vors, perhaps, and Kimplen. But not Eric!’

‘He’s the leader.’ Her voice was cold with certainty. ‘Eric Ulnar slipped out of the fort last night. He was gone two hours. I think he went to communicate with his allies on the ship.’

‘Eric Ulnar is a hero and an officer of the Legion.’

‘I would trust no man named Ulnar!’

‘My name is Ulnar.’

‘Your name – Ulnar,’ she whispered, shocked. ‘You’re kin –’

‘I am. I owe my commission to the Commander’s generosity.’

‘Then I see,’ she said bitterly, ‘why you are here!’

‘You are mistaken about Eric,’ he insisted.

‘Just remember,’ she whipped out furiously, ‘that you are a traitor to the Green Hall! That you are destroying all liberty and happiness!’

With that she whirled and ran back down the old stone stairs. He stared after her, breathless and disconcerted. Even though he had defended Eric, he was left with a haunting doubt. Vors and Kimplen he mistrusted deeply. The proximity of the strange ship had alarmed him. And he was very sorry, just now, that he had lost the confidence of Aladoree Anthar. It would make her harder to protect – and, besides, he liked her!

Eric Ulnar met him when he came back to the court, and told him with a grim, sardonic smile:

‘It appears, John, that Captain Otan was murdered during the night. We’ve just found his body in his room.’


CHAPTER THREE

Three Men of the Legion

‘Strangled, apparently,’ said Eric Ulnar, pointing to a swollen purple mark. In the soldierly bareness of his quarters, the dead commander lay face upward on his narrow cot, limbs rigid in agony, thin face contorted, eyes protruding, mouth set in an appalling grin of terror and pain.

Bending over the corpse, John Star discovered other strange marks, where the skin was dry, hardened into little greenish scales.

‘Look at this,’ he said. ‘Like the burn of some chemical. And that bruise – it wasn’t made by a human hand. A rope – perhaps –’

‘So you’re turning detective?’ cut in Eric Ulnar, with his thin, superior smile. ‘I must warn you that curiosity is a very dangerous trait, John. But what’s your theory?’

‘Last night,’ he began slowly, ‘I saw something rather – dreadful. I thought afterwards it was just a nightmare, until now. A huge, purple eye, staring into my window from the court. It must have been a foot long! It was evil – pure evil.

‘Something must have come into the court, sir. It looked in my window. And murdered him. And left those stains. That mark about the throat – no human hand could have made that.’

‘You aren’t going space-happy, are you, John?’ There was a little, sharp, angry edge to the amused scorn in Eric Ulnar’s voice. ‘Anyhow, this thing happened while the old guards were on duty. I’m going to hold them for questioning.’ His narrow face set coldly. ‘John, you will arrest Kalam and Samdu and Habibula, and lock them in the old cell block under the north tower.’

‘Arrest them? Don’t you think that’s extreme, sir, before they’ve had a chance to speak –’

‘You are presuming on our kinship, John. Please remember that I am still your officer – now in sole authority here, since Captain Otan is dead.’

‘Yes, sir.’ He subdued his haunting doubt. Aladoree must be wrong.

‘Here are the keys to the old prison.’

Each of the men he must arrest occupied a single room opening upon the court. John Star tapped on the first door, and it was opened by the rather handsome, dark-haired Legionnaire whom he had seen on the tennis court with Aladoree Anthar.

Jay Kalam was in dressing gown and slippers. His gravely thoughtful face showed weariness; yet he smiled at John Star, courteously but silently invited him in, motioned him to a seat.

It was the room of a cultured man, quietly luxurious, reserved in taste. Old-fashioned books. A few select pictures. A case of shining laboratory apparatus. An optiphone, now filling the room with soft music, its stereoscopic vision panel aglow with the colour and motion of a play.

Jay Kalam returned to his own chair, his attention back on the drama. John Star did not like to arrest such a man for murder, but he took his duty very seriously. He must obey his officer.

‘I’m sorry –’ he began.

Jay Kalam stopped him with a little gesture.

‘Please wait. It will soon be done.’

Unable to refuse such a request, John Star sat quietly until the act was ended, and Jay Kalam turned to him with a slow dark smile, reserved and yet attentive.

‘Thank you for waiting. A new record that came on the Scorpion. I could not resist the temptation to see it before I went to bed. But what do you wish?’

‘I’m very sorry –’ began John Star. He paused, stammered, and then, seeing that the thing had to be done, went on swiftly: ‘Sorry, but I am ordered by Captain Ulnar to place you under arrest.’

The dark eyes met his in quick surprise; there was pain in them, as if they saw some dreaded thing.

‘May I ask why?’ The voice was low and courteous, unsurprised.

‘Captain Otan was murdered last night.’

Jay Kalam stood up quickly, but did not lose self-possession.

‘Murdered?’ he repeated quietly, after a time. ‘I see. So you are taking me to Ulnar?’

‘To the cells. I am sorry.’

For an instant John Star thought the unarmed man was going to attack him; he stepped back, a hand going to his proton gun. But Jay Kalam smiled a hard brown smile, without amusement, and told him quietly:

‘I shall go with you. A moment, to pick up a few articles of clothing. The old dungeons are not famous for comfort.’

John Star nodded, and kept his hand near the needle.

Crossing the court, they descended the spiral stair to a hall cut through red volcanic rock. With his pocket light-tube, John Star found the corroded metal door; he tried it with keys Eric Ulnar had given him, and failed to open it.

‘I can turn it,’ offered his prisoner.

John Star gave him the key; he opened the door after a little effort, gravely returned the key, and stepped through into dank darkness.

‘I’m very sorry about all this,’ apologized John Star. ‘An unpleasant place, I see. But my orders –’

‘Never mind that,’ said Jay Kalam quickly. ‘But remember one thing, please!’ His tone was urgent. ‘You are a soldier of the Legion.’

John Star locked the door and went after Hal Samdu.

To his astonishment, this man met him in the dress uniform of a general of the Legion, complete with every decoration ever awarded for heroism or distinction in service. White silk, gold braid, scarlet plume – his splendour was blinding.

‘It came on the Scorpion,’ Hal Samdu informed him. ‘Very good, don’t you think? Though the shoulders are not quite –’

‘I’m surprised to see you in a general’s uniform.’

‘Of course,’ Hal Samdu said seriously, ‘I don’t wear it in public – not yet. I had it made, to be ready for promotion.’

‘I regret it,’ said John Star, ‘but I’ve been ordered to place you under arrest.’

‘To arrest me?’ The broad, red face showed ludicrous amusement. ‘What for?’

‘Captain Otan has been killed.’

‘The Captain – dead?’ He stared in blank incredulity that changed to slow anger. ‘You think I –’ His great fists knotted. John Star stepped aside, whipped out his proton gun. ‘Stop! I’m just obeying orders.’

‘Well –’ The big hands opened and closed convulsively. Hal Samdu looked at the menacing needle, and John Star saw simple contempt of danger in his eyes. But he stopped.

‘Well –’ he repeated. ‘If it isn’t your fault – I’ll go.’

The third man, Giles Habibula, did not open the door when John Star knocked, but merely called out for him to enter. The massive, blue-nosed sentry of the day before, he was now sitting, comfortably unbuttoned, before a table burdened with dishes and bottles.

‘Ah, come in, lad, come in,’ he wheezed again. ‘I was just eating a mortal taste of lunch before I go to bed. A blessed hard night we had, waiting for trouble in the cold.

‘But draw up, lad, and have a bite with me. We got new supplies on the Scorpion. An agreeable change from these mortal synthetic rations. Baked ham, and preserved candied yams, and some ripe old Dutch cheese – but look it over for yourself, lad.’

He nodded at the table, which, John Star thought, bore food enough for six hungry men.

‘No, thank you. I’ve come –’

‘If you won’t eat, you’ll surely drink. We’re mortal fortunate, lad, in the matter of drink. A wine cellar left full when the fort was abandoned in the old days. Aged precious well – the best wine, I dare say, in the System. A full cellar – when I found it. Ah –’

‘I must tell you that I’ve orders to place you under arrest.’

‘Arrest? Why, lad, old Giles Habibula has done no mortal harm to anybody. Not here on Mars, anyhow.’

‘Captain Otan has been murdered. You are to be questioned.’

‘You aren’t jesting with poor old Giles, lad?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Murdered!’ he shook his head. ‘I told him he should drink with me. He lived a Spartan life, lad. Ah, it must be terrible to be cut off so! But you don’t think I did it, lad?’

‘Not I, surely. But my orders are to lock you in the cells.’

‘Those old dungeons are mortal cold and musty, lad.’

‘My orders –’

‘I’ll go with you, lad. Keep your hand away from that proton gun. Old Giles Habibula wouldn’t make trouble for anybody.’

‘Come.’

‘May I eat a bite first, lad? And finish my wine?’

John Star somehow liked old Giles Habibula, for all his grossness. So he sat and watched until the dishes were clean and the three bottles empty. And then they went together to the dungeons.

Aladoree Anthar met him as he returned to the court, her face shadowed with worry and alarm.

‘John Ulnar,’ she greeted him, and winced at the name, ‘where are my three loyal men?’

‘I have locked Samdu and Kalam and Habibula in the old prison.’

Her face was white with scorn.

‘Do you think they are murderers?’

‘No, I really doubt their guilt.’

‘Then why lock them up?’

‘I must obey orders.’

‘Don’t you see what you have done? All my loyal guard are murdered or locked up. I’m at the mercy of Ulnar – and he’s your real murderer! AKKA is betrayed!’

‘Eric Ulnar a murderer! You misjudge –’

‘Come! I’ll show him to you, a murderer and worse. He has just slipped out again. He’s going back to that ship that landed last night – to his fellow traitors.’

‘You’re mistaken. Surely –’

‘Come!’ she cried urgently. ‘Don’t be blind to him.’

She led him swiftly along ramps and parapets to the eastern flank of the old fortress, up to a tower platform.

‘Look! The ship – where it came from, I don’t understand. And Eric Ulnar, your hero of the Legion!’

Age-worn precipices and tumbled red boulder-fields fell away from the foot of the wall to the lurid plain. There, not a mile from them, lay the strange ship.

John Star had seen nothing like it. Colossal, so vast it stunned his mind. Intricate and strange. All shining, jet-black metal.

The familiar spacecraft of the System were all spindle-shaped, trimly tapering; all of them silvered mirror-like to reduce heat radiation and absorption in space; all comparatively small, the largest liners not four hundred feet long.

This machine had a spidery confusion of projecting parts – beams, braced surfaces, vast, wing-like vanes, massive, jointed metal levers – all jutting from the hull, which was a gigantic black globe. It was incredibly huge; the metal skids on which it rested lay along the red desert for a full half mile, the sphere was a thousand feet thick.

‘The ship!’ whispered the girl. ‘And Eric Ulnar, the traitor!’

She pointed, and John Star saw the man’s tiny figure, scrambling down the slope dwarfed to the merest insect in the shadow of that machine, so huge and strange and queerly black.

‘Now do you believe?’

‘Something is wrong,’ he admitted reluctantly. `Something … I’m going after him! I can overtake him, make him tell me what’s going on. Even if he is my officer.’

He plunged recklessly down the stairway from the old tower.


CHAPTER FOUR

‘Well, John, I Am a Traitor!’

The black mass of the strange flier filled the eastern sky, the central globe looming like a dark moon fallen in the red desert. The black skids, lying for half a mile upon the debris of boulders they had crushed, were like tall metal walls. In the shadow of that incredible machine the toiling man ahead was shrunken to the merest human atom.

Midway to the black hull – almost under the top of the dark wing that covered an eighth of the sky – he still had not looked back. John Star was within forty yards of him, breathing so hard he feared the other would hear. He gripped his proton gun, shouting:

‘Halt! I want to talk to you.’

Eric Ulnar stopped, looking back in astonishment. He made a slight movement as if to draw the weapon in his own belt, but stopped when he saw John Star’s face.

‘Come here,’ John Star ordered. He waited, getting his breath, and trying to control the nervous tremor of his weapon, while his famous kinsman walked slowly back, with sharp annoyance on that narrow, weak, and handsome face.

‘Well, John.’ Eric Ulnar gave him a tolerant, superior smile. ‘You’re exceeding your duty again. I’m afraid you’re too zealous to make a successful Legionnaire. My uncle will be sorry to hear of your failure.’

‘Eric,’ said John Star, surprised a little at his own deadly calm, ‘I’m going to ask you some questions. If I don’t like the answers, I’m afraid I’ll have to kill you.’

White fury mounted to Eric Ulnar’s girlish, passionate face.

‘John, you’ll be court-martialled for this!’

‘Probably I shall. But now I want to know where this ship came from. And why you are slipping out here.’

‘How should I know where it’s from? Nothing like it was ever seen in the System before. Simple curiosity was enough, John, to bring me out here.’

Eric Ulnar tossed his bare, golden head, and smiled mockingly.

‘I’m afraid, Eric, that you are planning treason to the Green Hall,’ said John Star quietly. ‘I think you know why this flier came, and why Captain Otan was killed. Unless you can convince me that I am wrong, I’m going to kill you, release the three men I locked up, and defend the girl. What have you to say?’

Eric Ulnar looked up at the great black vane above them, and smiled again, insolently bold.

‘Well, John,’ he said deliberately, ‘I am a traitor.’

‘Eric!’ John Star was dazed with shock and anger. ‘You admit it!’

‘Of course, John. I’ve never planned to be anything else – if you call it treason to take what is mine by right. I suppose you don’t know you have imperial blood in your veins, John – your education seems to have been neglected. But you have.

‘I am the rightful Emperor of the Sun, John. In a very short time I shall take possession of my throne. As a prince of the blood, I had hoped that you might claim a high place under me. But I doubt, John, that you will live to enjoy the rewards of the revolution. You are too independent.’

‘Just what have you done?’ demanded John Star. ‘And where did this flier come from?’

He kept his eyes, and his menacing weapon, fixed on the other.

‘That ship came from the planet of Barnard’s Star, John. You’ve heard, I suppose, of the dying men we brought back from the expedition? Heard what they babble of? They aren’t as insane as men think they are, John. Most of the things they talk about are real. Those things are going to help me crush the Green Hall, John.’

‘You brought back – allies?’

Eric Ulnar smiled mockingly at the horror in his tone.

‘I did, John. You see, the masters of the planet we found – they are as intelligent as men, though not at all human – the things we found need iron. It doesn’t occur on their world – and it’s priceless to them – for magnetic instruments, electrical equipment, alloys, a thousand things.

‘So I made an alliance with them, John …

‘They sent this ship, with some of their weapons – they have fighting machines that would surprise you, John; their scientific achievements are really remarkable. They sent this ship to help crush the Green Hall, and restore the Empire. In return, we agreed to load the ship with iron.

‘Iron is cheap. We may do it. But I rather think we’ll wipe them out, after we have AKKA, and the Purple Hall is safely in power again. They’re not too pleasant to have about. Worse than you might imagine. Those insane men – yes, John, I’m sure we should destroy them, after we get the secret weapon.

‘The girl must have told you about AKKA, John?’

‘She did! And I thought – I trusted you, Eric!’

‘So she suspects, already! Then we must get the chains on her, before she has a chance to use AKKA. But I suppose Vors and Kimplen have her safe, by now.’

‘You … traitor!’ whispered John Star.

‘Of course, John. We’re taking her away. I suppose we’ll have to kill her, after she’s told us about her little secret gadget. Too bad she’s such a luscious beauty.’

John Star stood paralyzed with unbelieving shock, and Eric Ulnar smiled.

‘I’m a traitor, John – by your definition. But you’re something worse. You are a fool, John. I brought you along because I had to have a fourth man, to complete the guard. And because my uncle insisted that you must have a chance in life. He appears to have an exaggerated idea of your ability.’

A sudden, high-pitched, girlish giggle burst from Eric Ulnar.

‘You’ve been a fool, John. If you want to know how big a fool, just look up above you.’ And the handsome golden head made a mocking little bow.

John Star had kept his eyes on the other, expecting some ruse to distract him. Glancing warily upward now, he saw his danger. Some fifty feet above him swung a sort of gondola, a car of bright black metal suspended on cables from a great, jointed boom that reached out of the flier’s confusion of titanic ebon mechanisms.

Inside it, he glimpsed – something!

Beyond the black sides of the gondola he could not see it clearly. But the little he did see made the short hair rise on his neck. It sent up his spine the cold, electric tingle of involuntary horror. His breath was checked, his heart pounding, his whole body tense and quivering. The merest glimpse of the thing set off all his danger-instincts – the very presence of it roused primeval horror.

Yet, in the shadows of the queer black car, he could see little enough. A bulging, glistening surface, translucently greenish, wet, slimy, palpitating with sluggish life – the body surface of something gross and vast and utterly strange.

Staring malignly from behind the shielding plates, he met – an eye! Long, ovoid, shining. A well of cold purple flame, veiled with ancient wisdom, baleful with pure evil.

And that was all. That bulging, torpidly heaving green surface. And that monstrous eye. He could see no more. But that was enough to set off in him every reaction of primal fear.

Fear held him frozen. It stopped his breath and squeezed his heart. It poured the choking dust of terror down his throat. It washed his rigid limbs with icy sweat. He broke free at last and threw up his weapon.

But the half-seen thing in the gondola struck first. Reddish vapour puffed from the side of the swinging car. Something brushed his shoulder, a mere cold breath. And then a red avalanche of unendurable pain hurled him to the sand. Black oblivion brought mercy.

When consciousness came back, he contrived to sit up. He was miserably sick, his body trembling and wet with perspiration, his arm and shoulder still paralyzed and aflame with scarlet agony. Dizzy, still half-blinded, he looked anxiously about.

Eric Ulnar had vanished, and at first he couldn’t find that black gondola. But the Cyclopean ship still loomed monstrous against the greenish Martian sky. He searched its maze of vanes and struts and levers, until at last he saw the swinging car.

That titanic boom had reached out, over the fort. The car was just rising above the red walls when he found it. Swiftly the cables were drawn in. The mile-long lever telescoped itself, and the gondola was swallowed through a huge valve in that black, spherical hull.

It must have picked up Eric Ulnar, he thought, and then swung over the fort to take aboard Vors and Kimplen, with Aladoree. The girl, he realized, heart utterly sick, was already taken inside the enemy machine.

Very soon it rose. Cataracts of green flame thundered from cavernous jets. Endless ebon wings tilted and spread to catch the tenuous air of Mars. The ground trembled under him as those vast black skids lifted their burden from the yellow desert. A monstrous, evil bird, the black machine lifted obliquely across the greenish sky, into the violet zenith.

The noise of it beat about him, mauled him with raging seas of sound. A furnace-hot wind whipped up curtains of yellow sand, dried his sweat, stung his eyes and burned his skin.

He watched it shrink to a grotesque black insect. The green flame faded; the thunder died. It dwindled, grew dim with distance, at last was lost.

He lay in the sand, ill, agonized, and bitter with self-reproach. It was late afternoon before he could rise, still weak and faint. His shoulder and upper arm, he found, were strangely burned, as if some mordant fluid had been squirted on them. The skin was stiff, lifeless, covered with hard, greenish scales.

The corpse of Captain Otan had been marked like that. And the eye of that greenish, heaving monster in the black gondola – it was like the nightmare eye that had stared through his window! Yes, something from the ship had killed Otan.

Driven by a faint spark of irrational hope, he staggered back up the hill to the old fort, to search the inhabited section. It was silent, utterly deserted. Aladoree was really gone, and AKKA lost. Aladoree, so freshly lovely, was in the hands of Eric Ulnar and those monstrous beings from the dark planet of Barnard’s Star.

Only black self-accusation remained to haunt him. Admiration of his famous kinsman had blinded him too long. A misplaced sense of a Legionnaire’s duty had driven him to actual treason. However unwittingly, he had helped betray the Green Hall and the Legion.


CHAPTER FIVE

The ‘Purple Dream’

‘Ah, lad, it’s time you thought of us!’ wheezed Giles Habibula plaintively from the gloom behind the bars of the old prison. ‘Here we’ve been, life knows how long, locked up in the cold and dark of a mortal tomb! My old bones will ache with this wicked damp, lad.

‘Ah, but I’m famishing, lad. Faint with mortal hunger. How could you leave us so long, lad, without a blessed bite to eat? Mortal me, lad, have you never known the gnawing agony of starvation?’

John Star was unlocking the rusty door. Here was one thing that he could do to repair the traitorous work of his kinsman – though the greater deed, the rescue of Aladoree and her mighty secret, was all but hopeless.

‘Can you bring us some broth, lad?’ whined the old Legionnaire. ‘And a bottle of the old wine from the cellar? Something to revive us and give us strength for stronger victuals?’

‘I’m going to turn you out,’ said John Star, adding bitterly: ‘That much I can do, to make up for the fool I’ve been!’

‘You must help us creep out, lad, and up to the blessed sun. Don’t forget we’re mortal weak. Ah, me, we’re starving, lad. Not a bite to eat since the day you locked us up. Not a morsel, lad, for all that mortal time. Though I cut off the uppers of my boots, and chewed them, for the bit of precious nourishment in the leather.’

‘Ate your boots? Why, it was just this morning that I brought you here!’

‘Don’t jest with poor old Giles Habibula, lad! Don’t be so heartless, when he’s had nothing but his blessed boots to eat, rotting in a dungeon for mortal weeks. Ah, and wasting his precious skill trying to pick a lock that’s ruined with wicked rust!’

‘Weeks? It wasn’t ten hours ago! And I let you eat all that breakfast in your room, just before – enough to provision a fleet!’

‘Don’t torture me with your jokes, lad! I’m starved to a blessed bag of bones! For life’s sake, lad, help old Giles Habibula out into the sunshine, and find him a drop of wine, to warm his poor old blood again.’

The rusty bolt at last shot back, the door creaked open. Giles Habibula waddled out, Hal Samdu stalked behind him, and Jay Kalam walked deliberately.

‘We are free?’ asked the latter.

‘Yes. The least I can do. I’ve been a total idiot! I’ll never be able to undo the crime I helped Eric Ulnar carry out – though I’m going to spend the rest of my life trying to!’

‘What has happened?’ Taut anxiety edged Jay Kalam’s voice.

‘Eric Ulnar was a traitor, as Aladoree thought. After I had locked up you three, he had the way clear. The ship – the one that landed last night – came from that planet of Barnard’s Star. Monstrous creatures aboard, allies of Eric’s – it was one of them that murdered Captain Otan. He’s promised them a shipload of iron, to pay for their part. Iron is precious to them. The ship took Eric away, and Aladoree. I was – hit. Can just now walk again.’

‘It’s the Purples?’

‘Yes. As Aladoree thought. The plot is to restore the Empire, with Eric on the throne.’

They entered the courtyard, bright with the afternoon sun. Giles Habibula stood with his thick hands stretched out in front of him, staring in amazement. He fingered his heavy-jowled face, slapping his bulging paunch.

‘For life’s sake, lad!’ he grasped. ‘Tell me, was that no joke? Is this the same mortal day? … All that suffering! … My blessed boots!’

‘Forget your belly, Giles!’ shouted Hal Samdu, the slow and homely giant; and he turned to John Star with helpless anger on his broad red face.

‘That Eric Ulnar –’ He was panting, incoherent in his rage. ‘Aladoree – he has taken her, you say?’

‘Yes. I don’t know where.’

‘We’ll find out where!’ he promised savagely. ‘And bring her back! And Eric Ulnar –’

‘Of course.’ It was the low, calm voice of Jay Kalam. ‘Of course we shall attempt her rescue, at any risk. The safety of the System demands it, if it were not our simple duty to Aladoree. The first thing, I suppose, is to find where she is – which won’t be easy.’

‘We must get away from here,’ added John Star. ‘Is there a radio?’

‘A little ultra-wave transmitter. We must report to Legion headquarters, at once.’

John Star winced, and added bitterly:

‘Yes, of course. Report what a fool Eric Ulnar made of me!’

‘Don’t blame yourself,’ Jay Kalam urged him. ‘Others, higher up, were deceived, too, or he wouldn’t have been sent here. You could have done little alone. Your only guilt was obedience to your officer. Forget your regrets, and let’s undo the harm!’

‘But I can’t help feeling –’

‘Come on. We’ll send a message to the base – if they didn’t smash the transmitter before they left!’

But the little transmitter, located in a small tower room, had been systematically and utterly destroyed. Tubes were smashed, condensers hammered to shapeless metal, wires cut to bits, battery jars emptied and broken.

‘Ruined!’ he said.

‘We must repair it!’ cried John Star.

But with all his optimistic determination, he soon had to admit the impossibility of the task.

‘Can’t be done. But there must be something. The supply ship?’

‘Won’t be back for a year,’ said Jay Kalam. ‘They came seldom, to avoid attracting attention.’

‘But when the station here remains silent, won’t they know something is wrong?’

‘It was only for emergencies. We had never used it. The signals might have been picked up, and located. We depended on absolute secrecy – together with the power of AKKA itself. And of course Aladoree didn’t keep her weapon set up, for fear it would be stolen – that was what gave the traitors time to take her. We weren’t prepared for treason.’

‘Could a man walk out?’

‘Impossible. No water in the desert. This is the most isolated spot on Mars. We wanted no accidental visitors.’

‘But there must be something –’

‘We must eat, lad,’ insisted Giles Habibula. ‘Even if it is the same mortal day. Nothing like good food to quicken the mind. A good supper, lad, with a bottle of the old wine to wash it down, and you’ll have us away from here this blessed night!’

And, indeed, it was while he sipped a glass from the old man’s precious cellar that inspiration came.

‘We’ve light-tubes!’ he cried. ‘We can step up the output – it doesn’t matter if they soon burn out. Flash a distress signal. Against the dark background of the desert, somebody would see it from space!’

‘We’ll try that,’ agreed Jay Kalam. ‘Might not be a Legion cruiser, but it would have a transmitter to call one.’

‘Ah, lad, what did I tell you? What did poor old Giles Habibula tell you? Didn’t a drop of wine sharpen your brain?’

When the green afterglow was gone, and the cold, clear dark of the Martian night crashed down on the red landscape, John Star was ready on the platform of the north tower, his pocket light-tube in hand, its coils rewound to increase its brilliance a thousandfold.

Into the purple, star-shot night he flashed it, forming again and again the code letters of the Legion signal of distress. The tube burned his hand, as the electrodes fused and the overloaded coils went dead. But Jay Kalam was ready with another, its potential stepped up in the same way; he kept flashing the silent appeal for aid.

It seemed incredible to him, as he stood there, that Aladoree had been with him that morning on the same platform. Incredible, when now she was lost somewhere in the black gulf of space, perhaps ten million miles away. With a little ache in his heart, he pictured her as she had stood – slender and straight and cleanly moulded; eyes candid and cool and grey; sunlit hair a splendour of brown and red and gold.

His determination to restore her to safety could hardly be less, he knew, were she just an ordinary bit of humanity, not the keeper of the System’s priceless treasure.

It was long after midnight when the last light-tube went out.

Then, until the lemon-green dawn, they waited on the platform, scanning the star-sifted purple, anxious for the blue rocket-exhausts that would brake the descending ship. But they saw no moving thing, save the faint tiny spark of Phobos, rising in the west and creeping swiftly eastward.

Giles Habibula was with them, lying on his back, peacefully snoring. He woke with the dawn, and went down to the kitchen. Presently he called up that breakfast was ready. The others were about to leave the tower in despair, when they heard the roaring rockets of a ship landing.

A long silver craft, an arrow of white flame in the morning sun, it dropped across the fort, pushing ahead the blue flare of its rockets.

‘A Legion cruiser!’ John Star exulted. ‘The latest, fastest type.’

His blue eyes keener than they appeared, Hal Samdu read the name on its side:

‘Purple – something – she’s the Purple Dream!’

‘Purple Dream?’ echoed Jay Kalam. ‘That’s the flagship of the Legion fleet. The ship of the Commander himself!’

‘If it’s the Commander’s ship,’ John Star said slowly, his high spirits falling, ‘I’m afraid it won’t bring us much good. Commander Adam Ulnar is Eric Ulnar’s uncle. The real leader of the Purples.

‘It was Adam Ulnar who sent Eric on that interstellar expedition and Adam Ulnar who found that Aladoree was hidden here, and sent Eric to be commanding officer of her guard. I’m afraid we can’t expect much but trouble from the Commander of the Legion.’
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