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Introduction to this Edition of the Starman Saga

The first nine novels and most of the short stories in the Starman
saga were written and published from 2000 to 2005. The tenth
novel and most of the rest of the short stories were published in
2010. The last short story, “Stars of the Deep”, was written for
this revised and reissued edition and appears here for the first
time.

In 2015, plotter Jon Cooper and writer David Baumann began to
read through the books they had written from five to fifteen
years before. As they read, they noted several plot glitches (a few
of them major!) and numerous typographical and other textual
errors. When they finished reading, they set out to make
corrections to their master files. Having the opportunity, they
also redesigned and reordered some of the stories so as to make
more sense in the overall flow of the saga.

Some of the major change included completely revising the
nature of the Xenobots; this change required that every reference
to Xenobots in the entire saga had to be checked and, when
necessary, revised. Furthermore, new material was created for a
dozen or more places (some of them significant), altering plot
glitches such as completely changing the fate of the Xenobots’
home planet, and adding a new chapter regarding the future of
Kathy Foster. The latter change was urgently suggested by the
way the tenth novel, Master of Shadows, played out. The fifth
book, The Lost Race of Mars whose title had been changed to 4
Kingdom in Twilight, received yet another new title: The
Treasures of Darkness. The novelette Paradox Lost was
somewhat rewritten and then upgraded to take its place as a full
entry in the list of novels, and placed in a new position. This
brought the number of books to ten, along with a total of thirteen
short stories. A list of the major changes is provided in the last
volume in this reissue, The Starman Companion.



After over a year’s work, the revisions were completed. Nearly
2,000 changes were made. The Starman Team believes that this
latest version of the Starman Saga is as flawless as they can
make it. Any reader who notices an error that we missed is urged
to contact the Starman Team and let us know!

As a sign of the “makeover” of the Starman saga, entirely new
artwork was selected for the covers of all four volumes. This
artwork had been created by Jon Cooper several years earlier but
had not been made public until now. The entire Starman saga in
its four volumes is issed in both picture cover and, for the first
time, in hardbacks with dust jackets.

We hope that old fans will appreciate this new edition of the
Starman saga, and that any new readers will find the saga
entertaining, inspiring, and uplifting.

The Starman Team
September 24, 2016
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BOOK I: MUTINY ON MARS

Such were the deeds of the three warriors. (2 Samuel 23:12b)

Chapter 1: Starlight Academy

DAVID LELAND FOSTER looked thoughtfully through the high
open safety grill that surrounded the spacious observation deck
atop the Needle, the highest point of Starlight Academy. The
prestigious Academy was the training facility of the renowned
Starlight Enterprise. A light breeze ruffled the seventeen-year-
old’s thick, dark red hair as he brooded atop the pinnacle of
tempered steel and glass that rose from the reception complex to
a height of fifteen stories. At five and a half feet tall, he was
shorter than average but made up for his slight stature with a
powerful build and fast reflexes.

Since 2100 Starlight Enterprise had been by far Earth’s largest
lunar mining corporation with manufacturing plants on the Moon
and a booming asteroid mining operation as well. SE designed
and manufactured products such as mining equipment, fission
and fusion reactors, spacecraft, robots, and basic building
materials needed in the Jovian system and on Titan and Mercury.
The SE brand was known throughout the Solar System as the
best brand name for heavy equipment.

Now it was the third week of May 2151—a crisp late autumn
day in the south Pacific with only a few light feathery clouds in a
clear blue sky. Another academic year at the Academy had come
to an end, and on the following day the graduation ceremonies
would take place. A class of 2,720 would receive diplomas; a
large number of graduates would be honored for various
achievements. Top honor was the formal enrollment of new
Starmen. Only the very best and finest graduates of Starlight
Academy became Starmen. It was a high honor that came by
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invitation only.

The Starmen were Starlight Enterprise’s top explorers. SE
outfitted them with ships, equipment, and support personnel, and
dispatched them to discover and explore the corners of the Solar
System, no matter how remote or hostile. Their assignments
often carried a high level of risk, but were also where the
greatest adventures could be had. Clothed in the coveted red
uniform both in space and in port, the Starmen were respected,
honored, and revered by all—and they were rare. Since the
founding of Starlight Academy in 2103, only 209 people had
ever become Starmen. By 2150, the Solar System held only 143
of them.

Several other graduates shared the top of the observation deck
with David Foster, but all were silent, gazing meditatively out to
sea. In all directions there was nothing to see but ocean, barely
undulating in the near-perfect weather. Starlight Academy’s
automatic stabilizers needed to make only minor adjustments on
this day.

The Academy was an immense, self-contained floating city,
located—for the present—250 miles west of Espiritu Santo
Island in Vanuatu, the closest significant landmass. The facility
was home to nearly 15,000 personnel—students, instructors,
administrators, and maintenance workers with a variety of skills.

“Don’t worry, David,” said a friendly voice to the redheaded
young man. He turned and smiled at another graduate who had
joined her classmate at the grillwork. “You’re bound to be
approved! Everyone knows it!”

David smiled wider, even disarmingly. “Thanks, Urooj,” he
said. “But you never know until they call you in. My record is
good,” his face clouded over slightly, “but there’s still...”

Urooj Qazilbash was an attractive young Pakistani woman
with long, straight, black hair. She smiled back at David, her
sparkling eyes filled with admiration and affection. She laid a
hand on her friend’s arm and shook her head. “You’re record’s
not just good—it’s amazing! You set three new standards in your
residence here, and you have a quadruple A rating. How can they
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fail to commend you? You and Mark and Joe are the only three
in the class with the qualifications for Starman!”

Starlight Academy rated its graduates in four categories:
Leadership, Health, Character, and Academics. Ranking in each
category was indicated by a system of letters and subletters. A
score could appear as AbdCedBbeAec. The absence of subletters
indicated accomplishment in every subfield in the category;
master’s rating was A. The Starmen were drawn only from those
few graduates who received a AAAA rating, always less than 1%
of the graduating class.

“Thanks, Urooj,” David repeated warmly. But inside he wasn’t
confident. Even those with a rating of AAAA were not
guaranteed the invitation to be made Starmen. Out of a class of
2,384 graduates just a year ago, eight were rated four A, but only
Kathryn Mullaney was made a Starman. In this class of 2151
there were twelve with a four A rating.

At that moment, in the inner offices of Commander Benton
Epstein, deep in the heart of Starlight Academy, a tense
discussion was going on about that very same David Foster. The
council where it was decided who would be offered the rank of
Starman had reached an impasse. Chaired by Richard Starlight,
Chief Executive of Starlight Enterprise, the other members of the
council were John Rwakatare, a stolid Tanzanian who was
Richard’s top assistant; Commander Epstein; the six heads of
departments at the Academy; and four experienced Starmen. On
each candidate a vote was taken after discussion had been
completed, but it was merely a recommendation; Richard
Starlight made the final decision. Of the twelve with the highest
rating, only three candidates were under serious consideration.

Approval came quickly for the Montanan Mark Samuel
Seaton and Canadian Joseph Lindholm Taylor. Mark was a
tremendously gifted engineer and Joe was one of the most skilled
pilots in the history of the Academy. Doubts, however, were
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being raised about the suitability of conferring Starman’s rank on
David Foster.

“His academic record is near flawless,” insisted Edna Stann,
head of the planetary sciences department.

“No one doubts that,” rejoined Starman Crag Collins. “We
don’t question his academic record, or his health or his character.
That’s not the reason for my objection! We cannot entrust
Starman’s red to anyone with David Foster’s inordinate fear of
radiation! A Starman has to be a leader and completely
trustworthy in all situations, and his ability to lead is
compromised!”

“A Starman is going to encounter dangerous conditions
frequently,” added Starman Laurel Yoshimoto. “A Starman must
be able to react quickly and decisively.”

Dr. Stann’s jaw tightened briefly. “It’s not only his academic
record that qualifies him. He’s been thoroughly tested at the
Academy, including occasions of extreme stress! In every
instance David reacted quickly and properly, seeming to analyze
the challenge and meet it effectively with a speed that was
phenomenal! He’s well respected by his peers and looked to for
leadership. His abilities in this area come to him naturally, as if
he were born to them! Why, the graduates themselves fully
expect that he’ll be given the red!”

Starman Collins curled his lip slightly.

Richard Starlight raised a hand and the exchange came to a
stop. Richard was the driving force behind Starlight Enterprise,
the company his father, Thomas, had started many years earlier.
He was an athletic 57 years old, with a full head of thick black
hair that showed very little sign of gray.

“We cannot demand perfection in our Starmen, obviously.
David has been well trained by his father. The exposure to
deadly radiation that grounded Allen over twenty years ago was
a tragedy, and it is evident that his frustration has been passed on
to his son to some degree. This has created in him a
determination to succeed that has made David the remarkable
specimen of humanity that he is. He has been proven in every



15

test that has been given to him. But he is a little too intense. The
Starmen on this council are unconvinced about his suitability to
serve as a Starman because, no matter what the training record,
they know that aptitude and readiness and capability are proven
in the field. Artificially devised tests, no matter how well
designed, can only go so far in discerning the ability of anyone
to handle an actual situation.” With his eyes, Richard silently
asked the four Starmen if he had summed up their objections
adequately. All four nodded.

“Then let me ask this: if David Foster were to be made a
Starman and were assigned to be your partner on a hazardous
assignment, would you feel confident in him?”

“No!” said Starman Collins rather sharply. Rather reluctantly,
the other two Starmen shook their heads, but Starman Yoshimoto
hesitated.

“Not completely,” she said at last, “but I’d be willing to take
the risk.”

Richard exhaled deeply and stared across the table at nothing
in particular.

“The vote, I take it, is eight in favor and four against?”

“I will abstain,” announced John Rwakatare.

“So will I,” said Starman Yoshimoto.

“Seven in favor, then, and three opposed? Very well,” said
Richard. “Considering his history, potential, and to some extent
his peer support, I think it would do more harm than good to
deny or even delay the awarding of the Starman’s rank to David.
However, the reservations expressed this afternoon will be taken
seriously. I’ll start David Foster with projects where we can
watch his progress. His first assignment will be the realtime
transmission experiment that is taking place on Mars in July. It
should be uneventful.”

Later that same day, three highly excited young men were
cavorting on one of the open-air playing fields. They had just
completed their individual interviews with Richard Starlight; he
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had invited each of them to become Starmen and they had, of
course, accepted. The creation of the Starmen would take place
at the graduation ceremonies the following day. With their
formal acceptance, before the celebration ended they would be
enrolled as Starmen 210, 211, and 212, and there would be great
rejoicing.

Exulting in their youth with seemingly limitless vigor, they
were practicing martial arts in the rich light of the setting sun.

A few inches over six feet tall, Mark Seaton was built solidly.
He had black hair and brown eyes. His sense of humor was deep
and wry. He was easy-going, rarely giving offense and never
taking any, yet his fighting skills were formidable. Moreover his
academic ability was phenomenal in all fields from languages to
mechanical engineering. He was self-effacing, multi-layered, and
solitary, but a loyal friend.

Joe Taylor was a lanky six-footer with brown hair and green
eyes. Though shorter than Mark, he could appear taller because
he was so thin. He looked at first to be almost a beanpole, with
his elbows and knees appearing to go all places at once. The
impression of awkwardness could disappear quickly, however,
for he was quick and lithe whenever the need arose. His time in
the 100-yard dash had broken an Academy record that had stood
for over thirty-five years. Though he didn’t have the massive
strength that Mark had, his martial skills were also impressive;
he was fast and focused, and knew how to make the best use of
his power.

“This is such a great time to be alive!” exulted Joe as he
completed a centuries-old complicated pattern of moves known
as Bassai Dai. “So much is happening in the world, and now we
get to be a part of it—as Starmen!”

Mark’s eyes glowed. “Travel to the outer planets, and
probably even beyond! All made possible by Starlight
Enterprise!”

David stepped out to the center of the field to perform a
pattern. He was usually known as “Zip” because his friends had
quickly learned that he had trouble sitting still. Full of energy, he
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was always looking for something to do, moving from one goal
to another and achieving almost all of them. His face assumed a
look of fierce determination and he cried out the name of his
pattern: “Jion!” He initiated the ancient form that began with a
lightning fast set of blocks and high kicks in the air.

“Starmen!” cried Joe when Zip had completed his pattern.
“We’ll get the choicest assignments, the most exciting
exploration missions! And Mark! —maybe the faster-than-light
drive will be produced in our lifetimes!”

Mark shook his head but he showed a lopsided smile. “Too
good to be true, Joe! What do you think, Zip?”

Zip ran his sleeve over his forehead to wipe away perspiration
as he joined his friends. “Maybe,” he said. “Starlight Enterprise
seems to be able to achieve almost whatever it sets out to.” He
snorted. “I’ve already got my first assignment.”

“What?!” his friends said together. Their expressions showed
admiration and youthful envy.

“No need to feel jealous,” Zip grunted. “I’ve basically got a
desk job. I'm going to Mars to carry out an experiment in
realtime transmission. It’s not scheduled until July 4, so after
graduation I’ve got a few weeks to get oriented to the assignment
and pack. I leave the Moon for Eagle City in mid-June to get
properly set up on time. The other terminal will be in SE’s
offices in Amundsen City.”

Amundsen City had been named after Roald Amundsen, who
in 1911 had become the first explorer to reach Earth’s south pole.

“That’s my father’s project!” exclaimed Mark. “New
technology that uses tachyons to achieve faster-than-light
communication! You’re lucky! I wonder why they didn’t choose
me for that assignment!”

“I don’t know. Richard gave it to me himself at the end of my
interview.”

“Will they give you a ship of your own?” Joe asked.

Zip pursed his lips and nodded. “A new ship called the Star
Ranger. It’ll be waiting for me, with a crew.”

“Well, Zip, you deserve it!” said Mark magnanimously. “I
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imagine Joe and I’1l get our first assignments before too long.”

Joe began to run in place. “Let’s spar!” he challenged. “I need
to work up an appetite before dinner!”

“Your appetite’s always worked up,” responded Mark, “but I’ll
take you on. Zip can spar the winner!”

“Get ready, Zip!” cried out Joe. “I’ll be ready in a second or
two. The bigger they are, the harder they fall!”

“Yeah?” said Mark, taking a position opposite Joe. “You’re
about to find out that the bigger they are, the harder it is to make
’em fall!”

“Groundless words! Mere boasts!” cried Joe. “I’ll only be in
trouble if the rest of you moves as fast as your mouth does!” The
two made a formal bow to one another, and then with a powerful
cry Joe leaped at Mark with a robust front kick followed by two
punches. Mark deflected the kick easily, blocked both punches,
and then countered with a heavy blow of his own. Carefully
controlled, it snapped off Joe’s chest even as Mark quickly raised
his other arm to ward off another punch from Joe. Joe stepped
backward and at the same time launched a horizontal kick that
caught Mark in the abdomen.

“Lucky!” called out Mark.

Joe retaliated with a second kick that paused low to draw
Mark’s attention, and then flew upward to his head. Mark barely
stopped it in time, blinking as he raised an upper block. Then,
with the same leg, Joe launched a third kick that caught Mark in
the ribs.

“Hah! ‘Lucky’ again!” shouted Joe gleefully.

For the next fifteen minutes the three friends exhausted
themselves, taking turns sparring, teasing one another with
friendly taunts, and laughing.

The sun approached the horizon, appearing to flatten out
slightly just as it touched the edge of the sea. A shivering line of
molten orange extended from Starlight Academy across the
southern Pacific to the farthest boundary of sight. Tall palm trees
became narrow black silhouettes as the light failed. When the
last orange glow of the sun disappeared, a late autumn chill
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suddenly set in.

“Whew!” said Joe at last, blowing out his breath and bending
over with his hands on his knees. “Let’s get down to dinner.
We’ll hardly have time to shower.”

Ban Zou Men placed the last datatile down on his oversized
desk, and then shifted it slightly with his thumb so that it lay
precisely on top of the stack of others. There was one tile for lists
of personnel both on Mars and in the Asteroid Belt, another for
files of correspondence with selected leaders with a subfile on
strategy and timelines, and yet another tile with information
about resources and inventories.

The large man swiveled in his leather-bound chair and faced
an open place in his office. “Home,” he said. A colorful map of a
portion of Mars, nearly an entire hemisphere, appeared on his
beamscreen, a display of pure photons in a rectangle of air.
Fondly, almost without thought, the man touched the site that
indicated where he lived. His finger passed through the air where
the image was held in place.

“Eagle City,” he said, “one mile.” The beamscreen
immediately narrowed down to provide an aerial view of the
settlement inside Eagle Crater from an altitude of one mile.

Close to half a million people lived on Mars; of those, almost
100,000 lived in Eagle City. The city had been named after Lee
High Eagle, the first man to set foot on the red planet in 2014. It
had become the grand port and largest population center of the
red planet.

Eagle City had been founded under the auspices of Space
Command, a quasi-military agency comprised of representatives
of most of Earth’s governments. The agency was responsible
mostly for communications, research, coordination of
exploratory missions, and general troubleshooting.

The settlement was now the capital of Mars, located in what
once had been known only as Crater 91, a deep crater twenty to
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twenty-five miles across and about 25 degrees north of the
equator. The basin was filled with air like that of Earth, and the
people who lived there did not need to wear space suits. The
atmospheric pressure was not artificial but was generated
naturally.

When Earth decided to establish a permanent base on Mars in
2023, Space Command chose a deep and expansive crater, where
it was possible to create and maintain the most Earth-like
environment. It had to be large enough to contain factories,
houses, a full-sized space center, mines, refineries, and fields for
growing crops, and deep enough to retain its atmosphere. The
agency only wanted to do this once, so to get the most for their
money they chose a crater large enough to serve their needs for
quite some time.

Eagle City became a fairly prosperous center of population,
but disasters on Earth in the middle years of that century had
caused the city to become all but abandoned. In better times,
Space Command had re-established the city and it had grown
steadily ever since. Old buildings were being reclaimed and
renovated, and new ones were being built.

“Spaceport,” said the man, “full screen.” The beamscreen
narrowed the view to present a detailed overhead vista of Eagle
City’s spaceport.

“Tower—and one hundred yards margin to perimeter.” The
view narrowed yet again. For a long time Ban Zou Men
scrutinized the display; then he said, “Terminate.” The
beamscreen vanished. He turned his chair back and pulled it up
close to the desk.

“Putnam, usual encryption,” he said, calling his interplanetary
communicator into action. The signal went out to somewhere in
the Asteroid Belt.

“Sir?” The voice came through the top-quality speaker after
a delay of about four minutes. Though it was impossible for the
conversation to be overheard, had there been an eavesdropper he
would have sworn that there were two men in the room.

“Final check is completed,” announced Ban Zou Men. “The
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assault on Mars will take place on July 4. Starlight Enterprise is
conducting a realtime transmission experiment on that day, and
we must be in control of Eagle City before that experiment
transpires. You will bring our forces in at precisely the time we
have planned.”

Four more minutes passed before Putnam responded.

“We can accomplish our assignment on that date without
fail, sir. I assume that our allies in the infrastructure will be
prepared by that date?”

“You do not need to question that, Mr. Putnam. If they could
not be ready I would not select that date.”

“Yes sir,” responded Putnam four minutes later, with the tone
of one who has been mildly chastened.

Ban Zou Men closed the communications circuit. Everything
is in place, he reflected. Years of preparation, planning, quietly
gaining influence over key leaders in Martian leadership then
controlling them by threat or graft, subtly undercutting the
resources and ability of the authorities to respond to a real
attack—this had been his plan and it was now coming to fruition.
When the attack came, it would be swift and effective—and the
best part was that no one would see it coming. Civilization had
been peaceful for a long time. People were soft.

Ban Zou Men pushed away from his desk. “Shut down
securely,” he said. With a small effort, he heaved himself out of
his chair and walked to the door. As he approached the portal, it
opened, and he left his office. The door shut behind him.

Chapter 2: Three New Starmen

THE GRADUATION CEREMONY was completed. With nearly three
thousand graduates, each department had awarded its certificates
separately throughout the day. Now as evening approached, more
than 25,000 people had gathered in the Starlight Stadium—
almost full capacity not only for the stadium but for the floating
complex that was Starlight Academy itself. The graduates, their
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classmates, and guests filled nearly every seat in the open-air
arena. Dignitaries from the world’s governments, private
organizations, and media teams were present in force. Richard
Starlight and a few others had made the customary
congratulatory remarks to close the events associated with
graduation. Now every person sat in silence. The moment of
creating new Starmen was nearing.

The graduation ceremonies were carefully timed to conclude
well before the onset of dusk. When all was finished, the entire
company remained in place without speaking a word. From the
occasion when the first Starmen were created almost a half-
century earlier, the ritual had changed very little.

Thomas Starlight, founder of Starlight Enterprise, had
designed the ceremony of creation with an assiduous eye toward
the meaning of every action and symbol. The silence of the
audience was to be strictly maintained until the appearance of the
first star of the evening. That sign launched the beginning of the
ceremony of creation—the first starlight to shine in the fall of
night.

On only two occasions from the beginning had inclement
weather threatened the ceremony. In both cases, the clear dome
that covered Starlight Stadium was deployed; external sensors
detected the appearance of the stars through clouds and rain, and
provided an image of the heavens on the surface of the dome.
Even if it were raining, inside the dome the dusky sky was made
visible and the first star identified.

Tonight, May 20, 2151, a storm seemed to be brewing in the
northwest. Ugly dark clouds scudded along the horizon, growing
moment by moment. Still, overhead the sky was clear and the
dome over the stadium had not been deployed.

For more than fifteen minutes the great crowd had sat in
expectant silence. At one end of the arena, three young men
waited nervously. Opposite them, more than a hundred yards
distant, was the dais where Richard Starlight would preside over
the ceremony.

Thousands of pairs of eyes scanned the heavens. From deep
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blue the sky turned gradually to violet. Hearts beat a little faster
than usual.

Suddenly there was a star!

“A star, mommy!” whispered a small voice, heard by only a
few.

“Shh!” his mother responded.

The music had already begun: a small, quiet sound—an oboe
playing a haunting melody all alone. Gradually it was joined by
violins, and then drums beating a patient but rhythmic pattern.
The ring of bells came through from time to time.

From the far end of the stadium, David Foster, Mark Seaton,
and Joe Taylor began the long walk to the dais. The music came
together into an inspiring march. As they walked forward,
holograms appeared in a long line on either side, facing toward
the middle—the greats in the history of exploration and aviation.
The three passed slowly down the aisle that lay between these
solemn, stately figures.

First were images of primitive peoples who had crossed
deserts, land bridges, and sailed ancient oceans to populate the
Earth. Eventually came images of South Pacific islanders, Saint
Brendan, Christopher Columbus, Magellan, and Drake. Then
appeared Leonardo da Vinci. Farther along Orville and Wilbur
Wright took their positions. Igor Sikorsky, Charles Lindbergh,
Amy Johnson, Amelia Earhart, James Doolittle, Charles Yeager,
Jacqueline Cochran, Yuri Gagarin, John Glenn, Neil Armstrong,
Lee High Eagle—they all appeared as the Starmen strode
forward, bearing them company and encouraging their walk
forward.

At last, Thomas Starlight himself appeared, and then the
likenesses of the Starmen who had preceded the three. They
appeared in the order of their creation, beginning with Ezra Hill,
Starman number one. With pride, David Foster passed the
hologram of Starman number 101—his father, Allen Digby
Foster.

When the hologram of Kathryn Mullaney, Starman number
209 materialized, the three young men had come to a stop before
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the dais. The music had grown to a crescendo with trumpets and
tympani. With a crashing flourish, it played its final note.

For thirty seconds, no one moved. Then the voice of Richard
Starlight broke the silence.

“All stand!” he commanded. As one, the audience came to
its feet.

“Mark Samuel Seaton!” called the voice again. “Come
forward!” Mark approached the dais. When he was in place,
Richard and several attendants descended until they faced Mark.
The lights of the arena suddenly went dark. Mark removed his
outer clothing and stepped into the red uniform of a Starman,
presented to him by Richard Starlight. When he was clothed,
Richard called out, “Light in the darkness!”

The lights came on again. Mark Seaton stood in place,
dressed in Starman’s red!

“Greet the new Starman!” Richard Starlight invited the
crowd. The pent up emotion found ready release in a huge
outpouring of applause and cheering. When at last the noise died
down, Richard held up his hands in a mute appeal for silence.
After thirty seconds he called out another name.

“Joseph Lindholm Taylor!” The ceremony was repeated.

“David Leland Foster!” A third time the lights fell and came
on again. At the end, there were three new Starmen, standing
proudly and impressively in their new red uniforms.

The applause went on seemingly without end. Overhead
now, there was a spangle of stars. Starlight lit up the night sky,
except in the northwest where the clouds were rapidly growing,
boiling and seeming almost fiery. Within minutes they would
engulf the Academy.

“Looks like a fierce downpour to me,” muttered Mike Dodd,
head of the janitorial crew at Starlight Academy. He and his two
assistants, Jonathan Cooper and David Baumann, were idling
unobtrusively in the entrance to the tunnel that led to the
maintenance center, waiting for the ceremony to come to an end.

“Yup,” agreed Jon, and David nodded.

“Storm comin’ in for sure,” David said sagaciously. “Those
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clouds are blowin’ up fast.”
“Gonna make our work more difficult,” said Jon.
“As always,” agreed Mike, with a snort.
The first surge of precipitation spattered down on the field.
“Guess I’d better put up the dome,” said Mike. “You two get
your crews ready. This ceremony’s about over.”

Less than four weeks later, at another place far away, a
meeting was coming to an end. About half a dozen men had been
in council for over an hour. They were tense with excitement.

“We’ve been preparing for many years, Captain,” asserted a
young man with curly gold hair, wearing a gray uniform. “We’re
ready!”

Captain Troy Putnam was a slightly overweight man in his
forties with short, reddish-gold hair. He exuded confidence and
determination.

“Mr. Zimbardo?” the Captain asked, addressing a thin, wiry
man to his left. The man had thick, black hair and a beard to
match.

“I agree, Captain,” said Lurton Zimbardo. “The personnel are
eager to be away. They only wait for your order.”

“Then we will depart now,” decided the Captain. “Get the
captains of the Gray Fleet to oversee the launch. Let’s go!”

The men rose from their chairs. They were excited. A few
were smiling, others looked grim. They saluted their leaders and
were dismissed.

Their location was a large potato-shaped asteroid that rotated
slowly as it swept in its orbit around the sun. Roughly forty-five
miles long and twenty-five wide, it was made almost completely
of iron, barren of any known valuable minerals. No charts
showed its location; it had no name. The asteroid was located in
a dense and little-traveled section of the Asteroid Belt. It was
unlikely that spacemen would discover it by chance.

The asteroid was uncommonly dark. In places it had been
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further darkened with a charcoal-colored, sponge-like material.
Numerous solar panels of advanced design were carefully
embedded and hidden over its surface. The energy generated by
these panels powered an automatic sheathing system that bent
any standard radar waves around the asteroid as water flows
around a rock in a stream. To the casual or even careful observer,
the asteroid did not exist. It could only be detected by the effects
of its very slight gravitational field or when it obscured the stars
behind it.

A few miles below the surface was a great complex of
structures. Towers and terraces were connected with gantries and
covered stairways. The buildings contained factories,
laboratories, gymnasiums, barracks, dining halls, warehouses,
and centers for communications and conferences. The slow
rotation produced the equivalent of low gravity for the
inhabitants.

After the men left their meeting they went quickly to several
buildings that were set aside as barracks and recreation areas.
Each went to a pre-arranged site and called together the men
who were inside.

It was a gathering of malcontents, adventurers looking for
easy money or people to bully, fugitives from justice, and a few
hardened criminals. Over a long time, under the rigid and
invisible control of Ban Zou Men and assisted by his own
second-in-command Lurton Zimbardo, Troy Putnam had
gradually formed a network of these volunteer laborers and
leaderless opportunists with a plan whose boldness was matched
only by its being completely unsuspected.

At every gathering point the message was the same: “Put on
your uniforms and prepare for lift-off. We will begin departure in
less than two hours.” Excited men began to suit up in the ash
gray shirts and pants with black trim that Captain Putnam had
designed to build a sense of camaraderie among the men. The
uniforms had been reserved for the moment of departure and
were now donned with pride. The men began to enter the fleet of
ships in great numbers. Last minute items were hastily placed on
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board.

When all was ready, the command was given: “Seal the launch
site!” The shipyard was marked off by a great, clear wall that
divided the huge launching pad from the inhabited complex. The
many passthroughs in the wall were shut and sealed and the
atmosphere was pumped from the launching pad and condensed
into holding tanks, leaving a vacuum nearly identical to that of
space.

Outside, the sun became visible over the horizon and the
shadows receded from the hollows, pits, and lee sides of hills.
Near the top of a low bulge a hairlike antenna with a small disk
on its top began to turn slowly. It resembled a metal flower. It
was scanning the immediate area of the Belt, to learn if there
were any other spacecraft nearby. As expected, there was none.

Just to guarantee that the inimical fleet would pass through
the Belt undetected, Putnam sent a private signal to an operative
at the station on Ceres that monitored Space Command’s
Asteroid Belt radar network. Upon reception of the signal, this
operative activated a program. Weeks before, she had placed a
small computer virus within the controls of every radar satellite
in the Belt. On Putnam’s command, she activated the virus, thus
burning out the hardware and making that part of the radar
network go down. Now, no one would detect the fleet’s passage
through the Belt.

It would take weeks to repair all the satellites, and by then
Putnam would have been well situated on Mars. When an
investigation was made into the cause of the satellite failure, it
would be found that a virus was responsible. Putnam expected to
have a stranglehold on all Martian settlements and airspace at
that time. Speculation would point to him as the perpetrator, but
by then it wouldn’t matter.

It was time for the fleet to depart from the asteroid. After a
moment, in one shallow depression at the widest pole of the dark
body, a tiny, star-shaped crack opened and gradually became
wider. In moments, a huge bay yawned into airless space,
revealing an enormous tunnel. The orifice, a dark and foreboding
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void surrounded by stone and iron, stretched back into the depths
of the asteroid.

There were a few buildings on the sides of the passage,
sculpted out of the black material of the asteroid and for that
reason almost unnoticeable. They were evidently guard posts and
control stations for a huge airlock. Tall, narrow windows were lit
with a warm yellow light, tinged with orange.

Through the airlock, far below and within the asteroid, the
fleet of spacecraft sparkled with the light of the asteroid’s
morning. More than two hundred craft of various types were
anchored in the large cavity.

By turns, the ships began to depart from the asteroid.

Meanwhile, on Mars Ban Zou Men had given orders to
selected personnel under his influence. Work schedules for July 4
had been arranged so that the key positions for Martian defense
and communications would be manned by those loyal to him.
The few military-level laser cannons would fail to work for lack
of a small but critical piece of circuitry.

The fourth planet was not entirely under the influence of the
hidden and unsuspected canker within its citizenry, but Ban Zou
Men was content. Troy Putnam should have an easy victory. The
large man mused as he sat in his office, going over the plan in his
head one more time.

No one had the slightest suspicion. Even prestigious Starlight
Enterprise had sent only one Starman to Mars, and he was a new
and raw beginner. Nearly all other Starmen had been dispatched
on a variety of assignments—a large contingent to the solar
project on Mercury, dozens scattered throughout the settlements
and projects in the Asteroid Belt, and most of the others to the
realm of the Outer Planets.

No—he saw no flaw, no weakness. He rang for his tea to be
brought to him.

In late June, new Starman David Foster eased his ship, the
Star Ranger, down onto the landing field on the edge of Eagle
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City. The two-week journey through the Inner Planet field had
been routine except for the procedures that Richard Starlight had
requested that he conduct while en route to Mars.

David had made a variety of measurements and taken a
number of samples of the solar radiation and atomic and
subatomic particles caught in the solar wind. Then he had
launched his samples in a small and swift space torpedo to the
Starlight Research Base on Mercury.

With a twinge of nervousness behind a show of confidence,
the new Starman directed his crew of three.

“Please deliver the realtime transmission equipment to the
laboratory they’ve assigned to me,” he ordered. ‘“When
everything is in place, you’ll all have six days’ leave. A week
from today, you’ll be going home with the next Starlight ship
that’s returning to Luna. Let’s hope that all goes well.”

“Yes sir, Starman Foster,” replied Cambria Aviles, his
navigator. “Good luck on the experiment!”

“Thanks,” smiled David. “Enjoy your leave!” He stepped over
to the airlock. In a few minutes, he’d be checking in to the Space
Command facility adjacent to the field.

Chapter 3: Attack on Eagle City

“TELL ME again how realtime communication is possible, Dad.”
New Starman Mark Seaton was addressing his father, Dr. Keith
Seaton. They were on opposite sides of what at first glance
appeared to be a large radar dish.

“We’re just reaching into the darkness, here, Son,” answered
Dr. Seaton, grimacing as he wielded a tiny set of pliers. “Give
me the reading now.” They were working together to calibrate
the meshing of two sets of gears in the box at the base of the
dish. Though he was just barely past his eighteenth birthday,
Mark had tremendous skill in working with complex machinery,
especially large engines. He put his brawn to good use whenever
he worked on rocket propulsion systems—which happened
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frequently in his work for Starlight Enterprise.

Mark and his father were on the Moon on the far edge of the
sprawl of Starlight Enterprise’s manufacturing complex.
Amundsen City, located at the south pole of the Moon in
Shackleton Crater, stretched away to one side. Father and son
were communicating through the intercom system on their
spacesuits as they worked on the top of a low building. On its
roof was a maze of pipes, disks, ladders, antennae, and heavy
equipment.

Mark glanced at the small screen on the laser calibrator he
had pointed into the box’s interior and named a figure. Dr.
Seaton made a tiny adjustment.

“We know that light cannot go faster than 186,000 miles per
second, and that nothing with mass can exceed that speed,”
continued Dr. Seaton. “But tachyons have no mass and therefore
are not restricted to the ceiling of 186,000 miles per second. We
don’t really know what tachyons are, but because of their nature,
whenever we harness their flow we can push them in the
direction we want and make them take on patterns which will
carry information.”

“Well, how can you control it?”

“Just a second, Mark. We’re about done here, I think. I’1l ask
Jack to check it out and make sure.” Dr. Seaton gestured to a tiny
humanoid figure that had been seated on his right shoulder,
signing to him that he should check out the work inside the
gearbox. The individual leaped into the opening that Dr. Seaton’s
hands had just vacated and vanished into the array with its
complicated mesh of gears. A similar humanoid figure was
clinging to Mark’s shoulder, peering into the machinery under
his hands. Their small assistants were not wearing spacesuits and
therefore were not connected to the radio communications
system.

“We’re not sure we can control it, Mark,” continued his father.
“That’s why I say we’re just reaching into the darkness with this
experiment. We’ve already done realtime transmission
successfully between the Earth and the Moon. This test that
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David is conducting is the first between interplanetary distances.
We want to know whether the signal strength will fail over a
span of millions of miles rather than just two or three hundred
thousand. If the signal makes it, can we keep it focused over the
long distance? Obviously if we can’t, then realtime
communication is not worth doing. We only need it over
interplanetary distances—someday, [ trust, even farther.”

Their diminutive assistants were Jack and Jill, two citizens of
Titan, the great moon of Saturn. Titanians were noted for their
remarkable dexterity and phenomenal insight into mechanical
and electrical systems. These two were long-term visitors to
Earth’s settlements and were called “Jack and Jill” only because
very few humans could pronounce their native Titanian names,
M’hsjewantroi and Tr’hal-maheswari.

Earthmen had met the Titanians during the first Deep Space
Exploration in 2130, which had been sent to explore Saturn. Not
only was the expedition a success, it also resulted in the
astounding and completely unexpected first encounter of
Earthmen with intelligent extraterrestrial life. The expedition
discovered humanoid beings barely half a foot tall living on
Titan, the mysterious ringed planet’s largest moon.

Titanians can live in a broad range of temperatures and even
for a time in airless space. However, they do not like to make a
habit of it, as it is uncomfortable—similar to what it would be
like for humans if they stood outside in a heavy rain. However,
for the brief time necessary to make the final adjustments and to
have their tiny hands available for the necessary work, Jack and
Jill were working without spacesuits.

The Titanians were a highly skilled people. They had
developed a network of several cities on Titan and their race was
prospering. They had great skill for building complex machines
and were also adept at building simple spring and gear-driven
apparatus. After the encounter with men from Earth, the
Titanians learned about electronics, rocket propulsion, and many
other advances that Earth science had developed. They showed
great aptitude and learned quickly. Connection between the two
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peoples had been friendly from the first contact.

While Jack made the final inspection of the gear box, Mark
looked up toward the horizon. The crystal and metal towers of
Amundsen City sparkled in the brilliant sunlight. Since there was
no atmosphere the moon shadows were sharply delineated and
stirred Mark’s deepest sense of appreciation of the beauty. The
scene almost never failed to impress him deeply.

The latticework of buildings in Amundsen City, constructed in
a low-gravity situation, appeared almost too frail to exist but
marked the site of the largest city in the Solar System. Most of
the buildings were underground; nevertheless, the amount of
construction on the surface was impressive. Amundsen City was
home to nearly eight million people.

To one side of the city was the expanse of the Starlight
Enterprise plant. Hundreds of rockets were parked on the
launching pad. A few miles away Mark could see the colossal
geodesic dome that enclosed Armstrong Forest.

“The bulky equipment we need for this experiment can be
reduced by many factors if we’re successful,” said Dr. Seaton,
eyeing Jack inside the box. Mark turned his attention back to his
father. “That’ll be a tedious and time-consuming job, though.
The engineering department will be responsible for that. Until
they finish the job, realtime transmission will only be possible at
major spaceports. Afterward, the equipment can be installed in
spacecraft.”

“Guess we’re all set,” concluded Mark, when Jack emerged
from the opening. Jill jumped from the Starman’s shoulder and
helped Jack close the hatch. The four of them went over to the
airlock on the roof. After shutting and sealing the door behind
them Dr. Seaton pressed the red button on the wall, and the
airlock filled with air. Then they descended into the room below
where they removed their spacesuits and hung them up carefully
in storage cabinets.

Dr. Seaton looked at his watch. His thick black hair and brown
eyes matched those of his son. The experiment was scheduled to
begin in a few moments. They entered the stairwell that led
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down to the central section of the building.

At about the same time Mark and his father were stepping
down the stairs, Starman David Foster on Mars was carefully
making some adjustments at a large computer screen. He was in
the flight control tower in Eagle City. His red hair was almost a
stereotype and a fitting symbol of a rather volatile temperament.
His gray eyes, however, were the color of new steel and
expressed his well-disciplined nature. The intensity with which
he stared at the screen as he worked was evidence of a high-class
brain.

Several curious technicians stood around silently, afraid to
speak for fear of breaking his concentration. Many other
terminals were nearby, roughly half of which were manned by
other technicians.

David looked at the large calendar-clock on the wall and noted
that he had about ten minutes to wait. The instrument showed the
two readings that were customary throughout civilized space.
One showed the local date and time, and the other read,
Wednesday, July 4, 2151, 8:50:27 p.m.—Earth time, the standard
for all interplanetary commerce.

“A historic date in more ways than one,” he said, making
conversation. “At least it will be if we’re successful.”

“How’re you feeling, Zip?” asked Mel Golden, one of the
technicians of Space Command who was helping David with the
experiment. “Has your biorhythm adapted to the Martian day
yet? Those extra forty-one minutes can make a difference that
catches up with you! You’ve only been on Mars a week, so
you’re probably still feeling the change.”

“I’m pretty well adjusted now,” said Zip. “Thanks for asking.”

“If this thing works, space travel will never be the same,”
marveled John Stepanovich, another technician. “Imagine being
able to call home without waiting up to eight minutes for each
exchange.”
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“Or getting your orders without delay, either,” added Mel
wryly.

Zip’s glance moved to the great windows of the control tower.
Aimlessly, he scanned the high walls of the crater in which Eagle
City was situated, and then returned his attention to the console
in front of him. He was nervous, not just because of his
responsibility in the coming experiment, but because it was his
first assignment as a Starman.

With the current locations of Earth and Mars, normal
transmission time was seven minutes and 46 seconds. If the test
worked, communication would be virtually instantaneous.

Zip looked at the clock. “Five minutes to go,” he announced
unnecessarily. When the pre-arranged time was only one minute
away, he called out, “RT transmission in one minute. Overriding
all other communications in fifty seconds.”

The RT circuits lit up, showing that all was ready. He had
tested the circuits several times during the morning with success
each time. He expected no failures now, but that did not ease his
nervousness by much.

At Starlight Enterprise in Amundsen City, Dr. Seaton was
seated at a similar console. As his clock approached the pre-
arranged time of 9:00:00 p.m., he initiated the transmission. On
Mars it was approaching 5:04:23 a.m. The screen glowed as Dr.
Seaton entered the coordinates for Eagle City. Bypassing the
“send” button, which would dispatch a message through ordinary
space and time, he instead touched a button marked “RT
Contact.” If the experiment worked, his image would appear
instantly on the screen where Zip and his audience waited, and
Zip’s image would appear simultaneously on the screen on the
Moon.

The fleet from the Asteroid Belt zoomed through space
toward Mars. In the lead ship, Captain Putnam sent a message to
Eagle City: “Captain Troy Putnam of the mining ship Silver
Spear requesting permission to land with cargo of space pearls.”
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David overheard the strange request and was puzzled by the
immediate response from Mike, one of the flight controllers.
“Permission granted. We will be ready for you.” All
communications were to be suspended during the time of the
realtime transmission. His suspicions aroused, Zip could feel his
senses rising into a state of greater awareness of his
surroundings. His training as a Starman was coming into play.

The fleet came within standard radar range of the control
tower on Mars. One of the men in the terminal, still on the job
while others were standing around Zip’s console, noticed that
several hundred other ships followed the Silver Spear.

“What’s this?” he shouted. He looked over to the controller
who had responded to Captain Putnam’s first message. “Hey,
Mike! What are all these ships?” Even as he expressed
amazement, his computer screen blurred over into snow.

At David’s screen, an image of Keith flickered briefly, and
then also vanished into snow. All other screens except the one
manned by Mike showed snow as well.

David leaped from his chair and moved toward Mike’s
screen, suspicion etched all over his face. “Stop right there,
Starman!” a man with a drawn weapon commanded. Other
controllers looked on with shock, some rising from their seats.
Three others, who had quietly spaced themselves in strategic
positions around the tower room, also pulled weapons. They
ordered the other controllers away from their terminals.

Now Mike turned back to his communicator and said simply,
“All is secure. You may proceed, Captain. The realtime
transmission experiment was not completed.”

“Good work. Expect us momentarily,”
over the communicator.

“Mike! What are you doing? What are you all doing?” asked
Mel, in a stunned voice, looking around in shock. He had never
been threatened with a weapon before. Mike didn’t answer and
didn’t even turn to look. He just gazed out of the window into
the quadrant where the incoming fleet was soon to become
visible.

came the response



36

Other technicians were working speedily at several consoles.
Zip noticed that they were shutting down several defense
systems and muting several communication programs within
Eagle City. The first program to be silenced was the
interplanetary communication system. In less than a minute the
spaceport was “unplugged” and in the control of traitors. The
only communication systems remaining active were a selected
few that had been pre-programmed to override a ‘“scrambling”
order.

Reports began to come in to Mike from various sectors of
the city.

“All secure in Sector B, Mike. No trouble.” Zip recognized
that Sector B was the warehouse area.

“A little resistance in Sector D, but we’ve got it under
control now. No problems.” Sector D was the spaceport.

“Make sure that all personnel are removed from the targets at
once,” said Mike on the channel that communicated with all
sectors of Eagle City. “The targets will be destroyed within two
minutes.”

Zip looked over at the technician closest to the doorway that
led out of the room into the interior of the tower. The man was
keeping his eyes on him, his weapon steady and level. Zip
glanced away and began to scan the room.

In moments, the fleet became visible. With sinking heart,
David watched as laser cannons from several of the lead ships
fired into the city, doing damage to certain critical installations.
Smaller targets erupted in terrifying sudden explosions, and
displayed the translucent concentric shells of rapidly expanding
smoky vapor characteristic of strikes from pulse lasers. The
vaporous shells moved out from their targets at great speed, ever
diffusing and lighting up the ground beneath them until they
dispersed completely.

They’re destroying sites that have been pre-selected, he
thought. He concluded that the attack was designed to do only
minimal damage to a few critical power plants, supply depots,
and communication centers. It dawned on him that their intention



37

was probably to take over these systems, not destroy them. He
observed also that the attackers had a lot of help from the
ground, and concluded that the assault had obviously been
planned for a long time. Much of it was an inside job.

Zip’s training as a Starman had enhanced his reflexes so that
he could appear to be relaxed and submissive, but then move
with unexpected speed. His suspicions being roused before any
clear sign of treachery, he had already marked out the positions
of the men in the room and found the best escape route. All he
needed was the right opportunity.

He had allowed several minutes to go by from the time the
first weapon was drawn, and had made no sign of resistance or
defiance. This had lulled his captors into overconfidence. By this
time they were all watching the fleet approach Eagle City and
the laser beams shoot into the center of the city. At the most
advantageous moment, in the blink of an eye, Zip sprang into
action. Making no sound and wasting no motion, he charged the
man at the door. One moment he had been standing with
slumped shoulders, and in the next instant Zip was gone.

His speed was such that the man he bowled over was unaware
of what had hit him. He was glancing out the window with his
weapon drawn, and the next moment was outside the door on his
back, his gun skidding across the floor and then bouncing down
the stairwell. Even at that, Zip was down the stairs faster than the
gun. He had turned the corner and was out of sight and out of
range before anyone in the tower even moved.

“Stop him, you idiots!!” shouted Mike. “Get him! Run!!” He
made a furious gesture with his hand, and three men ran out the
door, leaping over their fallen comrade.

Zip’s pursuers ran quickly but confidently through the
corridors of the tower, glancing into passageways and searching
the most likely hiding places as they hurried out. Within a short
time they had emerged from the front door. In the meantime,
Mike had radioed several guards in the quad at the front of the
terminal to watch for the fleeing Starman. The red suit would be
easy to spot.
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A dozen men scattered through the square in front of the
control tower. They scoured buildings, peered down alleys, and
searched behind storage units. They checked ladders and
rooftops. Gradually their confidence turned into doubt and then
anxiety. The Starman had disappeared.

Unknown to them, Zip had grabbed a gray cloak from a rack
on the second floor of the tower, thrown it over his red uniform,
and sped to the main door that led to the street outside. After
he’d reached the door, Zip instantly changed his attitude and his
pace. He strolled casually into the square. He knew his ploy
would last only seconds, but he gambled that it would be long
enough for him to find cover and disappear from the sight of his
pursuers.

He entered the building adjacent to the tower and descended
into the basement. As the frantic search hit high gear outside, he
entered a room that was, at that moment, unoccupied. He drew
out a magnetic key, dialed a number on it, and passed it over a
design on the wall. The panel opened, and Zip entered one of the
tunnels that had an access point at this particular building.

There was a network of tunnels, not yet fully explored, that
connected various parts of Eagle City and beyond. Their
existence was not common knowledge and their origin was
unknown. They had been discovered during the first colonization
period of Crater 91 and accesses had been constructed in a good
number of the original structures. When the city had been all but
abandoned, the tunnels had been overlooked and then forgotten
by nearly everyone.

Since they had been constructed before human beings had
landed on Mars and were therefore clearly the work of an
unknown extraterrestrial race, their existence had been kept
secret until they could be further studied. Starmen, however,
were among those who knew of them and their primary entry
points—especially the Starmen who were assigned to Mars.

The major tunnels near Eagle City had been discovered and
were frequently used “unofficially” by the denizens of the “lower
strata” of the Martian population, who had their own reasons to



39

keep them secret. The complete extent of the tunnels was not
known to anyone. Further, most of the new officialdom on Mars
was unaware of the existence of the tunnels.

Once he was inside the tunnel, Zip closed the door. Without
the magnetic code, the door would not likely be discovered or
suspected, and could not easily be opened if it were. His suit
light dimly revealed a stairway lined with dressed and closely
fitted stone blocks, extending downward, and then back out of
sight without turning.

Outside, the invading space fleet had landed and assumed
control of Eagle City. Men had debarked from the ships in a very
organized fashion and run to pre-assigned sites—some into the
terminal and others into the city. Within an hour, supplies such as
food and water were in the control of the invading pirates and
their allies.

Inside the tunnel, Zip drew his communicator from its inner
pouch in his uniform. He knew it would be traced within seconds
once it was activated. He planned to send a short message and
then disappear before his enemies could find him.

Zip adjusted the communicator to the frequency the
experimenters had previously reserved for their use during the
RT trial. The computer that had been set apart in the Tower for
his use had been adjusted to this frequency in the event that the
realtime transmission failed. The handheld communicators in
common use did not have access to this band at all, but Zip’s had
been adjusted as part of the RT experiment, just in case a backup
were needed. He was particularly thankful for that fact now.

When he was ready, he turned it on, jacking it up to full power
to gain the greatest distance, though he knew that doing so would
drain the battery in short moments. Dr. Seaton and his support
team would be expecting a message from him after the apparent
failure of the RT attempt. Well, he would send them one—a far
different message from anything they could possibly anticipate!

Speaking quickly but clearly, Zip explained the situation and
sent out a call for help. He was able to provide the information
that a pirate group had landed with a great force of weapons and
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spaceships, obviously long-prepared, and that there were many
in high positions on Mars who were loyal to them and had
clearly been preparing for the attack for some time. The message
went out even as Zip watched his batteries fade to zero power.

Several observers at various screens inside the captured
headquarters, looking for just such evidence as David’s message,
simultaneously called out, “Unauthorized communication in
Sector H, building 7, basement!” Pirate troops, stationed near the
spaceport to enforce the hostile takeover, were instantly
dispatched to the site. They arrived in less than a minute, but
found the basement empty.

“He’s gone! If he was here, he’s fled! Search the streets!”
commanded the troop leader. Their search was fruitless. David’s
escape was complete.

Chapter 4: The Ultimatum

THE TRANSFER OF POWER was made effortlessly. The Starman’s
escape was the only troublesome part of the pirates’ takeover of
the settlements on Mars. Troy Putnam quickly sent patrols
throughout Eagle City to put the seal on his control of the
populace, and gave to each a specific order especially to watch
for the Starman. Newly graduated and unproven though he was,
the pirates were decidedly uncomfortable with a Starman on the
loose.

Putnam took up his position in the tower of Eagle City,
formerly under the control of Space Command. Toward noon,
the pirate leader was in complete control of the capital city and
most of the other settlements on the red planet.

“Prepare the interplanetary communicator,” he ordered. “Time
to make an announcement.”
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“Sorry, we have no information at this time,” said one of the
technicians in the control room of the Space Command center on
the Moon. Each of them was handling a flurry of calls coming in
from ships in the vicinity of Mars. An increasing number of
queries was directed from points on Earth, the Asteroid Belt, and
spacecraft in transit. All were asking the same question.

“What’s wrong on Mars? We’ve been trying to raise Eagle
City, and there is no response.”

Located three miles from the outskirts of Amundsen City, the
center was a huge complex located far underground with
communication and information-gathering equipment of the
highest quality. The connection between Space Command and
Eagle City had been cut off at the same time all other
connections to Mars had gone dark.

“Try again to raise them,” said the supervisor. “Try all the
frequencies. Use the boosters. Scan the spectrum for weak
signals.”

The radio operators had already made these attempts several
times. They had checked for unusual sunspot activity and found
nothing suspicious. Having no new ideas, however, they ran
through their options yet again without result. All incoming
messages were then re-routed to an automatic responder with the
message, “Space Command has no information regarding the
termination of contact with Eagle City. A general announcement
will be made when we have reliable intelligence.”

On another floor, astronomers, planetary geologists,
communication experts, and space explorers were in conference.

“It can’t be a volcano or an earthquake,” said one, “but I
can’t think of any other possibility. Mars has shown no sign of
tectonic activity in all the time we’ve studied her.”

“It’s probably just a breakdown in the communication
systems,” suggested a geologist.

“Impossible,” responded a technician. “There are too many
back-ups for the entire system to go down at once. Whatever has
happened, it has affected the entire city.”

“Could it be that a meteorite has taken the settlement out?”
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asked another, in a voice that showed that even he doubted that
possibility.

“Well, sure, it’s always possible, but we all know how
unlikely that is,” said an astronomer. “But even if there were a
meteor on a collision course with Eagle City large enough to do
that kind of damage, it would have been spotted long before.”

Even though everyone was talking, it was rapidly becoming
evident that no one had any idea what could have happened to
black out Eagle City so completely and so suddenly.

Keith Seaton was puzzled. He had caught a brief glimpse of
David’s face, and then his screen went dark.

“What happened, Dad?” asked Mark, standing behind him and
looking over his shoulder. “I saw him for a second, but then what
happened?”

“I don’t know, Mark,” responded his father, his brow
furrowed. He pressed the “RT Contact” button once again, but
there was no change. He checked the circuits. A few minutes
went by.

“Well, I guess something went wrong. Disappointing but not
too surprising. It was a complicated experiment. Maybe we
shouldn’t have tried to add the video component. I'm
encouraged, though, because I caught a glimpse of David on the
screen before the whole shebang went down.”

He tried a few different frequencies, then came back to the
original, predetermined frequency and pressed the contact button
again, but nothing happened.

“Well then,” he said, rubbing his hands together, “open up the
standard communicator, Mark. We’ll see if David’s got any
report for us.”

A few minutes later, a quiet voice came through the speaker,
sounding almost like someone talking through a long tube. The
words were barely distinguishable, but the tone of the speaker
was identifiable.



43

“That’s Zip’s voice!” exclaimed Mark. “But the signal’s pretty
poor. Maybe the whole computer went down and he’s using the
handheld communicator.”

They were silent for a moment, straining to make out the
words. The voice sounded urgent, but the message wasn’t clear.
None of it could be recognized.

“There’s more,” said Mark, “but I can’t make it out.”

“We’re recording it. We’ll enhance it in a moment,” responded
Dr. Seaton. The sounds ended. After a moment of intent
listening, father and son concluded that there was no more to be
heard.

The scientist copied the recording of the voice, made a few
adjustments to the file to augment and clarify it, and played
David Foster’s words again. His face drained as he heard the
message. His palms cold and clammy, he made another copy of
the brief communication. Mark was suddenly very frightened.

“We’ve got to contact Richard Starlight and get this over to
Space Command,” Dr. Seaton said quietly. Dr. Seaton tapped
into an emergency band and raised the head of security.

The officials at Space Command sat around the table in
stunned silence after the message was played for the second
time. Richard Starlight, Dr. Seaton, and Starman Mark Seaton
were seated with Commander John Lewis and others.

Richard had invited his good friend, Robert Nolan, to join the
council. Nolan was the founder and director of Nolan Mining
Enterprise, a company located on a satellite in an orbit around
the Moon.

“One more time,” said Lewis. He was a man about forty years
old, with a smooth, round face. His hair was still blond. He and
Dr. Seaton had been friends for several years. Dr. Seaton played
the message again.

“Urgent!” said the voice of David Foster. “This is Starman
David Foster in Eagle City. A large force of pirates has invaded
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the city and conquered it almost unopposed. They are supported
by a force of traitors within the city, including within the
terminal. Their numbers are unknown, but large—at least several
hundred. Purpose unknown. Selected sites have been neutralized
by laser cannons. Casualties are probably light. I have escaped
capture so far, and am in hiding.” (David assumed that those who
knew of the tunnels would know where he was hiding.) “I will
be unable to make further contact. There is much resistance to
the pirates, but—" and here the message faded into silence.

“This is impossible,” sputtered Major Macmillan, a stolid
individual known for overreacting. His voice began to rise in
volume. “This can’t happen! No one can just fly in to a major
spaceport and take it over!”

“We can trust the message of a Starman,” said Commander
Lewis. “Hard as it may sound, we can believe that Eagle City is
now in the hands of pirates and traitors. The question is—what
are we to do about it?”

“We’ll have to wait and see what they want,” advised a slim
man in his mid-thirties. “It is evident that these pirates are well
organized and well armed. Unfortunately, though we are highly
organized, we are not prepared for any military action.”

Another added, “As we all know, since internal fighting and
wars on Earth have just about vanished, aside from a few
outlaws in the Asteroid Belt and criminals on Earth, there really
isn’t anyone to fight against. As a result, the defense systems
haven’t been kept in as good repair as they might have been.
There hasn’t been any need to develop weapons or even keep
warships in good condition.”

“What have we got?” asked Commander Lewis. “Mr.
Starlight, what have you heard from Mars Base?”

“All ships on Mars Base, which is SE’s major presence on
Mars as most of you know, have been grounded. Apparently
there were several traitors among our personnel and they have
succeeded in sabotaging all our craft—even the shuttlecraft. All
atomic bays were opened and every ship has been thoroughly
irradiated to a lethal intensity. They can’t be restored for a few
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weeks. Our heavy major manufacturing plants are in the Asteroid
Belt and our active projects are in the environs of Mercury and in
the Outer Planets. Except for minor industries on Mars, our
resources and ability to function will not be affected.”

“Robert?” inquired Commander Lewis.

Robert Nolan, although of slight build, was vibrant with
energy. He had a hard time relaxing and was constantly either
tapping his fingers together or shaking a foot back and forth.

“We have significant presence on Mars,” he began in his
somewhat high-pitched voice. “We have bought up vast tracts of
minerals and have constructed many manufacturing plants. We
hope to become a significant participant in the market for
spacecraft and heavy equipment. I have not had any word from
any of my personnel on Mars since the assault, and I fear that the
pirates may intend to usurp control of my plants and use them to
build their own fleet. If that is their plan, it is distinctly possible
for them to do so, if they are not stopped.”

The Commander pursed his lips, and then turned to the man
across the table from him. “What are our own resources, Major
Shaw?”

“Well, sir,” spoke up the Major. “As you know, the hangar
portion of the Space Command complex is, frankly, in a state of
neglect. We have put our resources into exploration and research.
At best, maybe three hundred ships suitable for a battle in space
could be assembled and armed.”

A message came over the intercom. “Sir, there is an urgent
message from Eagle City.”

“Transmit it in here.”

“Yes, sir.”

Immediately a firm voice was broadcast into the room.

“This is Troy Putnam, broadcasting from Eagle City. I have
taken control of Mars in a smooth operation carried out with the
support of many of Mars’ inhabitants. Thanks to the laxity of
security and defense operations, it was not difficult for me and
my troops to assume command. The ease with which I effected
my operation is, in fact, a critical part of my message to you
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now. Human civilization has, for long, been effectively
undefended. Calls for increased security have not only gone
unheeded but have been ridiculed by the leaders of civilization.
They are fools!

“The time for this indifference to the security of Mars and that
of all human civilization is over. I have learned that there is an
alien threat to our entire life, and I will see to it that humanity is
not destroyed in the attack I am certain is coming. The alien
force is vastly superior to ours and bodes an immediate and dire
menace!

“I have no doubt that those in authority who are listening to
my voice will believe that I am unbalanced, but I will provide
proof in the near future that what I claim is true—shockingly but
undeniably true! Do not try to stop me—you will only be
working against yourselves. I am no danger to the people of the
Earth-Moon system. But if you attempt to stop me or hinder my
activities, I will resist with the arsenal at my command.

“Mars is completely under my control and I have the support
of the population. Contact with Mars will be prohibited
absolutely until I give the word that we are ready to open our
ports once again. Until then, no one will be allowed to leave the
planet, and anyone who approaches this planet will be warned
once, and then shot down. Interplanetary communications will be
jammed. We are well defended, and I intend to increase my
defensive and offensive capabilities to even higher levels than
they are now! If you are wise, you will support or even join me.
But I do not think you are wise—therefore I counsel you at least
not to oppose me.

“You will hear from me again on my schedule.” The
communication ended.

“The man’s a megalomaniac,” spouted Major Macmillan,
looking almost apoplectic. “He can’t do it! No one will let him!
He can’t have the support of the entire population of Mars!”

“Major, you are correct,” soothed Commander Lewis. “He
cannot succeed in the long run, no matter what. But for the
moment, apparently he controls Mars.”
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“What about this ‘alien threat’ that he mentioned?” asked
Major Shaw.

“Foolishness. The talk of a madman,” asserted Major
Macmillan. “We’ll have our psychiatric department analyze his
message. We ought to have a diagnosis of the nature of his
mental disturbance within a few hours.”

As the discussion continued, Mark noted that Richard Starlight
was remaining silent. Finally Commander Lewis addressed him:

“Richard, do you have any thoughts?”

Richard Starlight pressed his fingertips together and made a
small tent with his hands. “There may be something to Putnam’s
mention of an alien threat,” he said at last, cautiously.

“What?” burst out Major Macmillan. His exclamation was
echoed by others, but Commander Lewis’ eyes narrowed.

“Oh, nothing definite,” replied Richard. “There is some
evidence of intelligent but extraterrestrial presence in the Outer
Planets and even the Asteroid Belt.”

“Like the Titanians?” vociferated Major Macmillan scornfully.

“No, Major. Nothing more than legends that our people have
picked up in the Belt. Nothing provable. Nothing even that we
can examine. Just a pattern of legends. If Putnam is going to
provide proof of his assertion, I’d be most interested in what he
has to offer. Evidently he came from the Asteroid Belt, and that’s
where the legends have come from.”

“Pshaw!” snorted Major Macmillan. “I thought better of you
than that, Mr. Starlight! There have been ‘legends’ as long as
there have been pioneers and people living on frontiers. Such a
lifestyle draws a lot of nutcases and eccentrics.”

“The main question,” Commander Lewis said, “is not what
this Troy Putnam believes or why, but what he is going to do.”

As Mark listened, he became more and more alarmed. He
realized that the situation was indeed a major crisis. Mars was
under the control of a madman who was claiming to be amassing
unprecedented amounts of weapons and had control over much
of the rocket fuel on the fourth planet.

Commander Lewis glanced at a clock. “It’s nearly 4:00 a.m.,”
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he said. “Let’s break up this meeting and go to our beds. We’ll
meet again tomorrow. There should be more information by
then.”

A medium-sized freighter without markings came in to a soft
landing on the only level spot on Encke’s Comet.

“Touchdown,” grunted the pilot. “Get the crew out, ready to
work.”

“Is the delivery here yet, captain?” asked the foreman.

“Do you see it? No, it’s not here—but it’s due in about five
minutes and these metal men are never late with anything. Get
the crew out!”

Airtight portals to the hold were sealed and a large slab on
the side of the ship opened like a drawbridge. Eight heavily-
suited figures stepped out onto the dark ice, pocked with rocks
and ridges.

“How much longer?” asked one of them.

“Any minute now,” said the foreman. “Just wait.”

“There it comes now!” exclaimed one of the figures,
pointing into space. An unmanned spacecraft grew from a gray
speck in the sky against a field of stars until it was easily
recognizable as a completely utilitarian space vehicle that was
hardly more than a large crate. It touched down on the ice not far
from the Earth freighter. When it had completely settled, one
side opened up.

“Let’s go,” commanded the foreman.

For the next fifteen minutes the eight crewmembers
transferred the contents of the space crate to their own ship. The
negligible gravity made the work easy. Each crewmember wore
grip-tight boots that made movement on the ice safe.

“Careful with those boxes!” directed the foreman. “Those
are the antimatter bombs. One of those things by itself can turn
this whole comet into space dust finer’n talcum powder. Drop
one of ’em and there won’t be enough of us left to snore!”

For a moment the man carrying the small parcel shook with
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fright, and the eyes behind his helmet screen opened wide. The
foreman began to guffaw.

“You can’t set those things off by dropping ’em!” he taunted.
“Now move ’em on in. Keep going!”

The transfer of the cargo was nearly complete when a vent in
a nearby ridge of convoluted rock and black ice suddenly blew
out a forceful stream of ejecta. An immense spray of microscopic
vapor shot out with a few tiny pebbles. One man, caught in the
jet, was blown off his feet. Separated from the surface of the
comet, he began to blow away into the void.

“Get the box!” called out the foreman to the crewman in
space. “Get the box before you come back! Don’t let a bomb like
that float out in empty space, you fool!”

The crewman quickly fired a small jet or two on his suit to
stop his tumbling, and then hastened after the box he’d lost when
the jet had hit him. He snagged it, reversed position, and then
jetted back to the comet’s surface.

When everything had been loaded onto the freighter, the
great portal on its side was brought back into place and sealed.
The hold was flooded with air and the eight crewmembers
removed their helmets.

“Good work,” the foreman said to the others. “Relax.” He
strode to the control deck. “We’re in, captain,” he said.

The pilot grunted. “There goes the crate,” he said. Outside
the freighter, the alien, box-like ship lifted off the surface of the
comet. In less than a minute it was outside viewing range.

“Two days on this comet,” observed the foreman, “and we’ll
be within a day’s jaunt to Mars. Guess I’ll let Putnam know.”

He opened the communicator and sent a doubly-encrypted
message to Troy Putnam on Mars.

“Captain Putnam, this is Frost. The transfer has been
completed. Twenty-one robotic attack droids and three dozen
antimatter bombs are on board. We’re on the comet and will
reach opposition to Mars in just under two days. We will then
launch the payload, which should reach you on schedule. Frost
out.”
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Troy Putnam had promptly consolidated control over Mars.
Those whom Ban Zou Men had put into positions of authority
quickly made contact with Putnam and reported where their hold
was secure and where attention was needed in doubtful areas.
Several small ships were dispatched to various small towns and
outlying manufacturing plants such as those belonging to Robert
Nolan. Heavily armed men made their presence felt as soon as
they landed, demanding control of administrative offices and
especially landing fields and reserves of fuel. The personnel in
these areas had never faced armed incursion before, and most
capitulated without resisting. Wherever there was resistance, a
quick display of force by the pirates showed that it was futile not
to cooperate.

Mars Base, Starlight Enterprise’s main presence on Mars,
was located near the north pole. Since it was farther away from
Eagle City than any other settlement and was also very well
organized, the treasonous employees were speedily identified
and imprisoned before any pirates had time to approach the base.
SE spacecraft were grounded but the few laser cannons were
hastily restored to usefulness. Mars Base was able to repulse the
pirates but was far from any other major population center and
unable to take any action. The many tiny, scattered settlements
and independent squatters’ sites were of no consequence. By and
large, Putnam was pleased.

Alone in his quarters, he reported to Ban Zou Men.

“Good work,” said the mastermind of the assault. “I am
almost satisfied. | am already aware that the final shipment from
our alien allies is en route to you. We will keep to the schedule.
In two weeks you will launch your major offensive against Earth.
One antimatter bomb launched at a carefully chosen target, and
you will be able to make any demand you wish, and they shall
grant it. Yes, | am almost satisfied.”

“Almost?” Putnam managed to squeeze the word out. He
knew it was a mistake as soon as he said it.
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"”

“Of course, ‘almost’!” bellowed the huge man in his hidden
refuge. “You let the Starman escape—find that Starman!”

Chapter 5: Starlight in the Darkness

LATE AFTERNOON of the next day, a moonbus crawled slowly
through a scattering of gray boulders. Although the shadows
retreated from the beams of the headlights, the feeling of solitude
was strong. The driver was Richard Starlight. He had invited
new Starmen Mark Seaton and Joe Taylor to join him on the
drive.

Richard was very active and did a lot of traveling for SE. At
such times he left the day-to-day running of the company to his
second-in-command, John Rwakatare, usually called “Rock.”
Rock was the head engineer of the Advanced Design Department
of SE. Richard liked to work alongside his employees. He had
mined ore in the asteroids, put up buildings on Titan, designed
and flown starships, and spearheaded some of the exploration
trips in the inner Solar System. His wife Jan had a similar
personality and interests, and had accompanied Richard on
several of the expeditions. Since Richard had so much hands-on
experience and knowledge, his employees viewed him as
someone who actually knew them and sympathized with them.
Nonetheless, Mark and Joe had been more than surprised when
Richard had invited them to go for a drive.

Richard broke a long silence. “There is no consensus among
the leadership of Space Command as to the best course of action.
The debate has been raging long enough. Some think we should
send our forces to Mars to drive Putnam off the planet. Others
think we should keep the fleet close to Earth in case he attacks.
Still others urge that we split the minimal forces we’ve got,
while still others think we should humor Putnam and play along
with his appeal that we cooperate with him. There is virtually no
one alive who has any experience with a situation like this.”

Mark and Joe looked at each other. They didn’t know if they



52

were expected to respond or not. Before they could decide,
Richard spoke again.

“The President is a wise man. He knows the military’s
limitations. He doesn’t expect Space Command to eject the
pirates from Eagle City. The fact that this ‘Captain Putnam’
addressed his ultimatum to the military bases shows that he has a
limited way of thinking. He thinks like a military man and he
expects to deal with the government and the military. This is his
second mistake—his first was to try to take over Mars in the first
place. He has shown his weakness.”

“It sounds as if there is another plan already in the works, sir,”
offered Joe.

“That is why we are out here. We have a plan. We will take
advantage of Captain Putnam’s weakness. You are the men who
will do it. The success of the plan depends completely on its
being kept secret. The pirates evidently have some strong
support among the population of Eagle City—traitors recruited
or planted some time ago. We can’t take the risk that they may
have some spies here in Amundsen City—and maybe even in
Starlight Enterprise itself. There were a few in Mars Base. We
are now several miles from the closest structure, and two ridges
separate us from any eavesdropping equipment—unless it were
operating on a direct line from space. SE has detected none. |
believe that we cannot be overheard out here.”

Richard pulled the moonbus to a hard right, then a hard left,
circling a large boulder that nestled close to a crater wall in deep
shadow. Then he dropped to a lower gear and ground the treads a
little deeper into the gray dust as the moonbus approached the
crest of a low hill. A vast spread of stars and star clusters filled
the forward crystal window as the horizon dropped before them.

Mark and Joe waited. When the hill was behind them, Richard
continued.

“The President asked me to meet with Space Command and
take charge of Earth’s response to the pirates. As I said a moment
ago, he is a wise man. He knows the value of history and has the
gumption to make decisions when a decision is needed.
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Whenever people forget their history they vastly diminish their
knowledge of who they are. That reduces their options and gives
them a very limited worldview.

“History is not a popular subject, even now. Only the older
generation remembers much about the Collapse, and only a very
few experienced its worst days. But it was only a century ago
when Earth went through its greatest crisis.”

Mark and Joe knew their history, for Starlight Academy made
sure that history was well taught. They knew well the course of
events that came to be known as the Collapse, a fifty-year period
when more than two-thirds of the world died in warfare caused
by terrorism, famine, disease, and leaderless criminal
opportunism.

The United States had suffered along with the rest of the
world. An extremest cult group founded in 2038 had been
America’s foremost purveyor of terror and mass death. Using
tiny atomic weapons, they were responsible for more than two
dozen attacks on national monuments and centers of leadership
until authorities located the cell in 2061 and put an end to their
reign of terror.

Since that time nearly a century earlier, civilization had come
far in recovery. Richard Starlight’s father Thomas had founded
Starlight Enterprise in 2089. His vision and his work were
instrumental in leading the world out of the trauma of the
Collapse.

“People don’t want to look back at those times,” Richard
continued. “Understandable, I suppose. But someone must, so
that the tragedy of those days doesn’t repeat itself. A writer
named George Santayana put it this way in a book called Life of
Reason: ‘Progress, far from consisting in change, depends on
retentiveness... Those who cannot remember the past are
condemned to repeat it.” Came out in 1905, if you can believe it.

“When my father dropped his surname and took the name
‘Starlight’, it was a symbol—to himself and to his generation.
Born in the last days of the Collapse, he took a name to signify
light in the great darkness, as stars are points of light in the
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darkness of space. Maybe overwhelming darkness, but still
characterized by light, the inspiring light of beauty and
adventure, which the darkness cannot overcome. No one had
ever borne that name before. It was a new name in the chronicle
of human history, a deliberate choice to begin anew.”

Mark and Joe had heard this story before. It was common
knowledge, even a boast, of Starlight Enterprise. It was a great
mystery what Thomas Starlight’s given name had been, for he
had never revealed it. When he founded Starlight Enterprise and
rose to fame, he was already known as Thomas Starlight. He had
never revealed his birth name to anyone. The boys wondered if
even Richard knew what it was.

The origin of the “Starlight” name was legendary, but the
Starmen had never heard the story from Richard Starlight
personally—and definitely not in so intimate a setting. As the
head of Starlight Enterprise spoke, they looked out the windows
at the piercing beauty of the star-field around them. Richard
continued to drive the moonbus, now moving at a snail’s pace
through a huge plain.

“‘Great things are not accomplished until they are first
dreamed of.” My father told me that. He wanted to populate the
future with bright visions of things not yet done but that could be
done if someone would only take the effort to do them. When he
took the name ‘Starlight’ he was choosing to forge a new
vision—but not at the price of forgetting the past,” emphasized
Richard.

“What do you know of Troy?” he asked suddenly, turning his
gray eyes briefly away from the window and glancing at the
boys.

Joe spoke up. “Troy was the name of an ancient city, on the
northwest coast of what is now Turkey.”

“Good. What else?”

“There was a long battle fought there thousands of years ago,”
added Mark.

“Who won? More to the point, how did they do it?” pressed
Richard.
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“The Greeks won. For ten years they had been unable to
breach the city walls, so they constructed a huge wooden horse.
Inside they concealed a number of soldiers. They left the horse
and pretended to sail away. The Trojans drew the horse inside the
city; after dark, the soldiers came out, opened the city gates for
the Greek army, and the Greeks entered and conquered the city.”

“Correct, Starman,” said Richard. “This is our plan. You are
our Greek soldiers. We are going now to select your wooden
horse.”

The boys’ hearts began to beat a little faster; whether with fear
or excitement, even they were not sure. Maybe both.

“I don’t understand, sir,” said Joe.

“You will in a moment. I’ve brought you out here to explain,”
said Richard. “We are approaching the Field of Obsolescence
from the back way. We are going to select an old freighter from
the Boneyard. SE’s technicians will work overnight to outfit it
for a journey to Mars. The ship will not be what it seems. You
will be its passengers. Your companion will be Steve Cliff. Since
you are Starmen, you will not be under his authority.
Nevertheless, I ask you to follow his directions for reasons that
will become clear. The success of your mission depends on it.”

“Sir?” Mark spoke up. Richard glanced at him briefly and then
gave his attention back to the terrain. “Joe and I are honored, of
course, that you have selected us for this assignment. But—"

“But why you two? Fresh, newly-graduated, untried Starmen,
chosen for such a crisis?”

“Yes sir,” gulped Joe. “We were looking forward to our first
assignments as Starmen, but we didn’t expect something like
this.” He was anxious.

“Frankly, Joe, one reason you two were selected is because
there is no one else we can get in so short a time. Nearly all other
Starmen have been dispatched on a variety of assignments—a
large contingent to the solar project on Mercury, dozens are
scattered throughout the settlements and projects in the Asteroid
Belt, and most of the others to the realm of the Outer Planets.
However, you are Starmen. What you lack in experience I am
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confident you can make up for in skill, determination, and
whatever else it will take. This is, after all, why you were invited
to be Starmen in the first place.”

“What about Starmen Crag Collins or Laurel Yoshimoto, sir?
They were present at the graduation ceremonies not so long
ago.”

“Their leave is over and they have returned to the Venusian
project. No, only you Starmen are available. We are going to
move fast and decisively, and you and Steve CIliff will be our
invasion team.”

“Yes, sir,” chorused the new Starmen. They knew Steve Cliff
by reputation. He was an independent adventurer who visited
Amundsen City regularly. He was at home in several of the
major cultures of the Solar System, and knew the underground of
Eagle City quite well. He was a fat man and gave the impression
that he thought and moved slowly. It was an image he cultivated
deliberately, for it caused his enemies to underestimate vastly his
hidden power, skills, and resourcefulness. The boys had never
known him to work for Starlight Enterprise. SE had little or no
need for undercover work.

“And what is our mission?” added Mark.

“When the President received word of the attack, he knew
that Earth did not have the resources to deal with such a threat—
at least not quickly. He asked me to provide the resources of the
Enterprise to Space Command, and to work with them to address
the situation. I met midday with Commander Lewis and his
advisors. We believe that, while Mars can’t be taken over by
force, if it were sabotaged from the inside there might be a
chance to stop this threat quickly.

“Space Command will delay the pirates as long as possible,
in the hope of preventing them from lifting off of Mars before an
invasion team can achieve its goal. They can do it. They are
skilled at communications and they have highly-trained
negotiators. But getting a team to Mars in a timely fashion would
be risky and take too long by conventional means, and it is
beyond hope that the pirates can be put off for as long as the
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journey would take.

“I suggested that a beat-up cargo freighter be outfitted with a
new, experimental antimatter drive now in the final stages of
production back in the Research and Development Department.
A ship powered by antimatter can reach Mars in four days.”

Mark’s mind reeled. To Mars in four days! His degree was in
Space Engineering. Even at the age of 18 he was an expert in
spacecraft design and propulsion. He did a quick mental
calculation. Why, given the current positions of Earth and Mars
even the fastest ship couldn’t cross that void in much under two
weeks, unless it used a rate of acceleration that would tax both
machinery and humans.

Richard continued without a break. “As you know, in the last
century we harnessed fusion for propulsion. This cut down travel
time to Mars significantly. But the researchers at Starlight
Enterprise confirmed what had long been theorized: that
propulsion by antimatter is the only way to achieve practical
travel to the outer planets and eventually beyond.

“For the past seven years SE has been working on an engine
powered by antimatter. The biggest snag we ran into was
antiparticle production: antimatter is notoriously hard to create.
The whole idea would be so much—well, moonshine—unless
we learned to produce sufficient antimatter in real-time.

“Well, in 2144 Starlight Enterprise found a way to turn solar
radiation into antimatter. Four years later we launched a special
top-secret satellite in close orbit around the sun that could take
the sun’s rays and convert them to antimatter. This has been the
secondary project of our presence on Mercury. Now that we had
a reliable supply of antimatter, SE drew up the plans for a
practical antimatter drive, and began to build a prototype. The
project has been kept at the top-secret level until we could
perfect the system—mnot only of antiparticle production, but also
of the drive that would use it. It is now completed.”

Richard paused, but it was clear that he hadn’t finished what
he was going to say. The gray desolation spread out before them
in the lunar night. They were several miles from the closest
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human being.

“The invasion team—you two—will be given two
assignments: first, to prevent the pirates from lifting off from
Mars on a flight to Earth, and second, to sabotage their defense
operations. Earth’s entire fleet will lift off with conventional
propulsion three days after you land on Mars. You must cripple
the pirates’ ability to launch their own fleet within those three
days—your success will guarantee that the battle will be fought
on Mars. If you do not complete this first part of your
assignment, when the pirates detect our fleet, they will quickly
lift off from Mars and the battle will occur in space. In such a
circumstance, even if we win the battle there is too much
opportunity for the pirates to escape. We want them all on the
ground! Of course,” Richard added almost nonchalantly, “to
complete your assignments you must land on Mars without being
detected.”

Richard came to a very slight rise at the end of a huge, gray
plain, and brought the moonbus to a stop, the engine still
running. The two Starmen were reeling with the burden that had
suddenly been laid on them.

“Evil always fails, no matter how powerful it may seem to be
or how much damage it can do,” said Richard. “Look to the
Collapse for that lesson. Earth will prevail over Captain Troy
Putnam. The only question is how and when. There is no doubt
of that, but we must minimize the damage he can do. A little
light will always overcome even the most stygian darkness.
Earth doesn’t have a second try at this; failure to succeed on the
first try will be disastrous. You are the ones who will make
Captain Putnam’s reign one of the shortest in history.”

Richard put the moonbus in first gear and edged the vehicle
over the ridge. Before them lay a great plain, filled with the
wreckage of antiquated space ships—officially called the Field
of Obsolescence, but usually called the Boneyard. There were
several square miles of hulls of various colors, representing more
than 150 years of history. Since there was no weather on the
Moon, the condition of the oldest ships was little different from
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the most recent discard. Many of the ships looked undamaged,
but there were also many grotesque wrecks and eerie ruins of
spacecraft on the airless plain.

“History,” mused Richard. “Too many of these old ships
were discarded only because something newer came along.
There is nothing wrong with most of them—some of them are
even better than what’s out there now. Sometimes the eager
search for what is bright and new leaves behind something that
should never have been forgotten. We’re about to prove that
lesson to Captain Troy Putnam. Let’s go find your ‘wooden
horse’!”

The moonbus rolled forward.

A few hours later, it was approaching 4:00 a.m. in Eagle
City. David Foster, silent as a shadow, glided from the cover of a
waist-high stand of brush and crossed open territory away from
the outskirts of the city. Inside, the pirates had declared the
equivalent of martial law. Patrols toured the streets throughout
the day and night, and the darkest hours of predawn were no
exception.

David had used the tunnels to reach the edge of the city
unobserved and unsuspected. He had passed into the desert of
the crater floor. Near the city on this side, the land was heavily
covered with dry, spiny scrub brush, with gaps here and there
where nothing grew. The farms were on the opposite side of the
city, as far as possible from David’s destination: the largest
refinery and supply depot of rocket fuel on Mars. The pirates
were still in the early stages of their takeover and there were a
few gaps in their vigilance. David was counting on that as he
approached the depot.

His goal was located over a mile from the nearest inhabited
area. It was the storage facility for several hundred thousand
gallons of radioactive tritium, vital for the nuclear fusion process
used to propel spacecraft. The refinery was adjacent. Pipelines
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ran from enormous tanks to the landing field where spacecraft
were refueled. The storage tanks there were much smaller.

Phobos was behind David, moving in its rapid orbit toward
the east and casting a long shadow in front of him. He came to
the edge of the refinery complex and stood behind a small tree to
conceal his shadow. To the right was the supply depot. He could
see two men in the largest gateway. Two pipelines, each about
three feet in diameter, came from the wall nearest the gateway
and extended back across the desert toward the landing field.

David waited several minutes, watching the men as they
conversed quietly. His eyes scanned the rest of the complex and
saw no signs of life—not even a light in any window. When the
two men entered the gateway, David moved quickly toward the
depot. For the last fifty yards or so he used the pipelines for a
cover, and then hid next to the gateway, the pipelines between
him and the entrance to the depot. Hearing nothing, he stood up,
rolled over the pipelines, and flattened himself against the wall
next to the entrance. After a moment he went in.

The two men were just inside. Their utter surprise showed on
their features as both turned toward David and reached for the
laser pistols by their sides.

“Hey! What are you—" shouted one. David never stopped
his stride. Moving quickly toward both, he punched one
powerfully in the solar plexus. A satisfying “whoosh!” came
from the man’s mouth as the air was knocked completely out of
his lungs, and he flew backwards, skidding across the concrete
floor with his legs flailing.

The other had his laser pistol out of its holster and was
frantically trying to point it toward David, his eyes and mouth
wide open in wild panic. Before he could aim the weapon, David
gripped the man’s wrist and pulled toward him, turning the wrist
as he did so. The gun dropped to the floor. Still holding the
man’s wrist with his left hand, David pulled it down. Then he
took the man’s chin in his open right hand, lifted him bodily
upward and then slammed him onto his back. He hit the ground
hard.
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David calmly picked up both weapons. Both men were
moaning, badly dazed but still conscious. He went to each one
and removed their communicators.

“I am going to destroy this place now,” David said. “If you
start running, you might beat the shock wave.” Both men
staggered to their feet and stumbled toward the entrance.
“Faster!” shouted David. “Head straight for the city. Turn in any
other direction, and I’ll drop you with your own weapons!” They
went.

When they were a hundred yards away and moving fast,
David turned his attention to the depot. He went to the rank of
master controls. He made a few adjustments, clipped a few
wires, overrode the automatic safety circuits, and disabled all the
pressure gauges. He double-checked his work quickly. Satisfied,
he pressed the activation button. The alarm system began to
shriek through the building, indicating that the entire depot was
in imminent danger.

David activated the plant communication system and
shouted into it, “Abandon the plant immediately! All hands
abandon the plant! She’s going to blow!” Then he ran out of the
gateway, leaped over the pipelines, and headed into the desert.
The alarm was painfully loud. He saw lights coming on in the
refinery, and in a moment men poured out of the doors of the
facility where they had been sleeping in crew quarters.

He looked at his watch, saw he had about a three minute
margin of safety, and went on into the desert. In seconds, the
shadows had covered his escape. When he was about half a mile
away the depot erupted into flame. The sound of the explosion
was louder than he had expected. The ground lit up as if it were
the sun-side of Mercury, and a monstrous light filled the sky
behind him. He kept going.

Although neither he nor anyone on Earth could possibly
know it, Zip had already achieved the invasion team’s first
assignment. The pirates would need at least a month to acquire
enough fuel to enable their fleet to travel to Earth. Zip had now
reduced the offensive capabilities of the pirates almost to
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nothing. However, they were still able to defend themselves
against massive attack quite effectively.

Zip huddled inside a small gully near the edge of the city.
The two guards at the depot had reached the night patrols, and
several dozen armed men were racing out into the desert.
Without waiting too long, Zip entered the tunnel from which he
had emerged barely an hour earlier and shut and sealed the
camouflaged entrance behind him.

Chapter 6: Preparing to Launch

THE SPUD PEELER was poised on its fins on Starlight Enterprise’s
launching pad. Having been abandoned on the Moon over a
generation earlier, it was a suitable imitation of an old asteroid
miner’s space jalopy. The design was laughably out of date. No
one would ever guess that its propulsion system was the fastest
by far that Earth had ever produced.

“There it is,” announced Richard Starlight as the moonbus
he was driving passed alongside the gantry. His passengers,
Starmen Joe Taylor and Mark Seaton, craned their necks more
and more as the ’bus plowed down the road. The Spud Peeler
was about forty years old and looked it.

Richard was taking Mark and Joe to Space Command for a
last briefing. The most current information on the layout of Eagle
City and its defenses was located there. Their moonbus sped
down the access road past the spaceport toward Space
Command. The sun was off to the right. Amundsen City, since it
was located near the Moon’s south pole, always saw the sun on
the horizon, though depending on the time it could be at any
point on the compass.

“The antimatter drive’s been installed,” continued Richard.
“Took nearly twenty hours to do it. Fueling it’s taken all the
available antimatter that we had,” he observed, “but it will be
enough to get you to Mars fast enough. You’ll be leaving
tomorrow morning at 9:00 a.m.”
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Fascinated, Joe asked, “Sir, according to the theory I
remember from the Academy, it takes very little antimatter to
power a ship. Almost nothing compared to liquid fuel. Just how
much, or how little, are we talking about?”

Richard laughed. “About five billionths of a gram of
antimatter can propel a 400-ton spacecraft to Mars in a few days,
with some left over.”

“What about the G-forces?”

“Good question, Starman. You’ll be glad to know that we’ve
got it figured out. We know that any practical antimatter drive
must include an accelerationless component in which every item
in the spacecraft is linked to a common frame of reference. That
way everything inside the ship will move together. This drive
needs a /ot of energy. Although it takes only five billionths of a
gram to propel the ship, it requires a far larger amount to create
the accelerationless field. This is as experimental as the
antimatter propulsion system, but our early attempts have been
encouraging. We have a 100% success rate so far!”

“Great,” said Mark, dryly.

“How does the antimatter propulsion system work, sir?” asked
Joe.

“I’'m sure you know what antimatter is?” queried Richard.
“Matter in which the subatomic particles have electric charges
opposite to that in normal matter.”

“Yes, sir. It’s just about nonexistent in the natural state and
hard to contain.”

“Right. We can keep it only in magnetic bottles, where the
antimatter particles are kept out of contact with normal matter.
When contact does occur, the particles annihilate each other, and
the mass of both is turned into energy. The reaction has the
highest energy density possible, and releases charged particles
that are directed out the back of the spacecraft. They move very
fast—about one third the speed of light. Enormous thrust!”
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Richard, Mark, and Joe left their suits in the entry to Space
Command. They were waved without delay or ceremony into the
briefing room. Commander Lewis was already present, as were
Steve CIliff, Jack, and Jill. A few other officials were seated at the
conference table, obviously uncomfortable and resentful of
Steve’s presence.

“Well, hi there, Rick! Glad to see you! Can’t wait to get
going on this little adventure,” Steve boomed. “This Putnam may
think he’s as smart as a tree full of owls, but we’re gonna send
’im spinning faster’n an electron round a nucleus.” Steve’s hands
were locked behind his head and his legs were stretched out in
front of him. A few papers in a folder lay on his trademark
paunch.

The officials with Commander Lewis stiffened visibly, their
mouths tightening with disapproval. Steve was known to be
unceremonious, but he was taking it to an extreme that verged on
insolence. He was clearly taking joyful advantage of the
situation.

“Never thought I'd see the day when I’d be on the
government’s payroll!” The folder on his belly moved up and
down as he spoke.

“Hello, Steve,” smiled Richard Starlight. “Commander
Lewis, gentlemen,” he added with a nod to each. Commander
Lewis was a bit more flexible than his colleagues. There was a
humorous glint in his eye as he stood and shook hands with
Richard and the Starmen.

Richard took charge of the meeting. “Our time is short. It’s
been nearly twenty-four hours since we met here last night. The
crew at SE worked throughout the rest of the night and all day.
The Spud Peeler has been prepared for launch, and the crew is
ready. Jack and Jill will fill out their number.”

“Why are the Titanians going?”” questioned a uniformed man
on Commander Lewis’ right. “We need to move quickly on this,
and they could well slow the team down.”

“Besides,” added another, “there are no Titanians on Mars.
Their presence with an Earthman will be a tip-off that he’s not a
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citizen of Eagle City.”

“They volunteered,” spoke up Joe, “and we need them. We
have no intention of being seen in Eagle City. Since they’re very
small, they can easily crawl through air vents and passageways
and go about unnoticed. This can be a big help when it comes
time to sabotage the main base. They can get to places that
earthlings can’t.”

Jack added, “Also, we know computers and wiring very
well. We also help defend Mars and Earth. When we help you,
we also help Titan.” He and Jill wore small amplification
systems, with microphones about the size of a grain of rice. Their
voices were very light and could not carry much above a whisper
without electronic assistance.

Richard moved on. “We’ve come to orient the team to the
intricacies of Eagle City,” he stated. “Let’s see what you can give
us in the next three hours or so.”

Commander Lewis nodded to a technician, who gave his
attention to a small keyboard in front of him. He pressed a
button, and one wall brightened up into a full screen. The
technician loaded scene after scene onto the wall-sized screen,
detailing the power generation and control system, the
atmosphere maintenance system, and pointing out the locations
of key structures. For the next three hours the members of the
invasion team viewed charts of the electrical systems, maps of
the city streets, and construction prints of the various buildings.

All five of the team members had some knowledge of what
was shown them, but there were also many secrets revealed that
surprised them all, even Steve CIliff. Passages, closets, “panic”
buttons, emergency shut-down switches, and backup systems
were all pointed out.

Since no one knew precisely what the situation on Mars
was, the personnel at Space Command suggested several
possibilities for breaking the hold the pirates had on the city.
What made Eagle City vulnerable to the pirates’ attack also made
it vulnerable to sabotage by the invasion team.

At one point the technician looked to Commander Lewis.
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“I’ll need your access for this next file, sir.”

Commander Lewis rose and placed his thumb momentarily
on a sensitive plate on the keyboard, and then held his right eye
in front of the plate so it could scan his retinal pattern. Instantly a
map appeared on the screen showing the tunnels underneath
Eagle City.

“We believe it most likely that Starman David Foster has
taken refuge somewhere in the tunnel system,” said Richard. “At
least he was there twenty-four hours ago when his message came
through. We haven’t heard anything from him since then. When
you get into Eagle City the tunnel system will be your best bet
for locating him. But remember that finding him is not your first
assignment.”

“This is really an eye-opener!” said Steve, frankly admiring
the display on the wall. “You’ve got far more tunnels down there
than I knew about!” It was a real compliment to Space
Command. Steve was very knowledgeable about the underworld
of Mars, and when he was operating in Eagle City years earlier
he knew how to get around without being seen by anyone.

“Thank you, Mr. Cliff,” said Commander Lewis, “but our
knowledge will be of minimal value without your experience.”

“T expect to enjoy it. I’ll just be Jack Heflin, poor hermit of
an asteroid miner, comin’ in from the Belt,” Steve grinned back.
“I just get the boys and the little folk into Martian airspace and
hope to be able to approach closely enough to allow them to
parachute quietly to the beautiful desert! If the pirates let me
land, I’'ll do my work from Eagle City; if not, I'll set the
automatic pilot on the little Spud Peeler so it’ll find its own way
to a rendezvous with a Starlight ship, and then parachute with
my partners here!”

Joe directed a question to the head of Starlight Enterprise.
“Have there been any recent improvements in the design of
parachutes for use on Mars, sir? I know there are ’chutes made
especially for Mars’ thin atmosphere, but I don’t remember that
anybody’s ever had to use one before. There’s not much to hold
itup.”
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Mark hadn’t thought of that. Parachutes were still standard
equipment in air and spacecraft, but were considered archaic and
were rarely used. He lifted his eyebrows and turned to Richard.

“The parachute adapted for thin atmospheres should work
fine,” answered Richard. “It has a much larger canopy than a
parachute used on Earth, deploys much faster, and weighs far
less. Landing will still be harder than usual, but possible.”

Mark was only moderately comforted by Richard’s
assurance.

After the restless night, the Starmen, the Titanians, and Steve
Cliff were suiting up in the last preparation before lifting off in
the Spud Peeler. Both Mark and Joe had a computer disk that
contained the details of the entire Martian defense system, noted
its flaws, and showed several ways in which the system could be
brought down. This was the result of the previous night’s
meeting at Space Command.

Starlight Enterprise’s rocket engineers, called “ioneers” from
the early days of ion drive spacecraft, had installed the new
antimatter engine in the freighter, disguising it to look like an
old, long-used engine.

The five invasion team members entered the Spud Peeler
and prepared for liftoff.

The flat voice of Ban Zou Men went on inexorably,
permitting no response other than acquiescence.

“One man has brought this disaster upon us, Mr. Putnam.
Only one man, and that one a raw Starman not out of his teens
yet. Because of one man you have still not yet found, you are
telling me that you do not have enough fuel to launch the attack |
spent years planning.”

Troy Putnam noticed that his mouth was dry, as if he hadn’t
had a drink of water for several hours.

“There is fuel at my base in the western mountains, Mr.
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Putnam, and there is fuel in other settlements in the northern
hemisphere. Mars Base must have plentiful reserves.”

“Yes sir,” replied Troy Putnam in a decidedly unhappy tone
of voice, “but we are unable to appropriate the fuel at Mars
Base.”

“Why not, Mr. Putnam? Are you not in control of Mars?”

Captain Putnam felt his throat constrict with acute
discomfort.

“We are fully able to prevent any of the Starlight ships from
lifting off from the planet, and we have blocked all their
interplanetary communications, sir, but we are unable to take
over the base by force.” There was a pregnant pause while his
superior waited. “The personnel at Mars Base discovered those
among them who were loyal to us much more quickly than we
anticipated. We have neutralized Mars Base, but it is well
defended. We cannot overwhelm it without dangerously
diminishing our forces elsewhere.”

“I see.” Ban Zou Men’s tone was thick with displeasure.
“And the bases of Nolan Mining Enterprise? There is an ample
supply of fuel in their manufacturing plants. Take it.”

“We have taken more than half of it, sir. There is sporadic
resistance among the NME personnel, but we expect to break it
down completely in short order. Their supplies, however, are not
enough to power our entire fleet for a venture to Earth.”

“You have received the supplies from our alien allies?”

“Of course—but fuel for our warships was not a part of the
shipment.”

“Don’t insult my intelligence, Putnam!” Ban Zou Men’s
words smoked like acid. “I know they didn’t ship any fuel! They
expected that you would have all you need!”

“The fuel depot in Eagle Crater has been contaminated by
trittum. [ have ordered the clean-up crew to keep busy round-the-
clock, and I am ordering all the refineries in the northern
hemisphere to work on the same schedule, sir. There will be no
problem in providing sufficient fuel supply for our purpose in
about five weeks. That delay, regrettable as it is, will not permit
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the forces of Earth to mount any kind of defense. And even with
our fleet grounded, I still have the defense of Mars at my
command. With our own weapons and those the allies have
supplied, we can defend Mars very well!”

“I didn’t plan this so that you could defend yourself!” roared
Ban Zou Men. “We are not the defenders! I am grievously
displeased, Putnam! Let us both hope that you will have a more
encouraging report next time!”

Chapter 7: Shot Down!

AS THE SPUD PEELER zipped toward Mars, Mark sat silently next
to Steve and watched the stars, galaxies, and nebulae, the
treasures of the cosmic darkness, on display through the crystal
window. Logically, he understood quite well why people usually
called this “space,” for the void through which he sailed so
peacefully called man to measure his dream of travel in it by
infinity.

But from childhood Mark had thought of the medium through
which he traveled from one planet to another as a vast box of
secrets that unfolded their splendor before him. He considered it
a reward for his daring to enter what most everyone else thought
was a vacuum.

He remembered vividly his first childhood experience in
space, when his father had taken him from the Earth to the
Moon. The memory of a hauntingly beautiful call that seemed to
come from the far shore of a vast ocean filled his heart again. He
was gripped by a powerful sense of longing for something that
was beyond him, something he couldn’t understand or imagine.

In his mind’s eye, he saw swirling galaxies and brilliant star-
froth, like illumined cosmic dust. Somewhere out there, he
thought, there is a Light that is light 5 living spring, through the
Pillars of Creation. It is the source of that whispered call.
Someday I will find it.

To Mark’s surprise, Steve Cliff understood completely. There
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was always more to Steve than one would think. Mark was
beginning to think that this would be true even if he were to
come to know Steve for years. Steve had related a number of his
adventures in the Asteroid Belt, and the remarkable beauty he
had found there. Of course, he said it in his own way.

“The Belt has some of the most bee-yootiful sights in the
entire Solar System. Why, I have found some crystalline caves
with sides so sheer that it’s like being inside a rainbow. And
there’s one place I’ll have to take you boys someday, where the
quartz deposits are so old and so cold that they can shatter if you
hit them wrong with your pick. And they are placed so that the
light scatters like a laser in a room full of fun house mirrors...”

Take-off had gone smoothly, using the old cargo ship’s ion
drive. At the right distance from the Moon Steve had engaged the
antimatter drive without problem, and under the accelerationless
drive the ship sped toward Mars. The five were traveling faster
than anyone from Earth had ever done before.

The Starmen were in their element now. Their first
assignment! With his training in Space Engineering, Mark kept
an eye on the configurations for the antimatter drive.

Joe was more interested in the mechanics of the drive than
the theory behind it. The magnetic bottle that contained the
antimatter fascinated him. When he had time, he brewed a pot of
tea and opened up the files on antimatter. While he sipped sweet,
steaming Darjeeling tea, he caught up on the history of Mars and
its colonization.

The antimatter drive did not take up much room and was
concealed in the bay in which the ion drive was secured. The
controls were in a pod that slid out from under the instrument
panel. When the antimatter drive was not being used, the pod
dropped into a space created for it and a plate covered it. The
hiding places would not fool a mechanic for long, but the casual
observer would never suspect that the ship was not as it
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appeared.

Steve had not only traveled throughout most of inhabited
space but had lived in much of it—at least briefly. He had been
an asteroid miner and knew the chief settlements, as well as a
few hiding places. And Eagle City had few secrets from him.
Since he knew the territory, he was the pilot for the Spud Peeler.
This also freed Mark and Joe to study the information on the
computer disks they had brought.

Jack and Jill studied the information on the disks as well,
concentrating on the computer systems. Titanians didn’t have
much sense of history and were only beginning to grasp the
extent of the Solar System. The citizens of Saturn’s moon were
more interested in mechanics and electronics than abstract fields
such as music, history, and philosophy.

“When we get into Martian airspace,” Steve reminded them
all, “we’ll be comin’ out o’ the sun about twenty miles up. Then
I’ll glide in a little lower than usual, but not so much out o’ the
ordinary that I’ll draw attention to myself. I’ll just be a hermit-
like space prospector coming in to land at Eagle City after
several months of prospecting among the asteroids. Invasion? I
don’t know nothin’ about it. Don’t care much, neither. Then after
I make my innocent little inquiry, we’ll drop out about thirty
miles up north o’ the crater, and free fall several miles before
opening up our ’chutes.”

“The antimatter drive worked perfectly!!” Joe exulted. “MAN,
can this thing move! We were really burnin’ daylight on the
way!”

Mark didn’t turn from his scanning of the sector directly in
front of the cargo ship. “So far,” he responded matter-of-factly.
“The hard part is coming up. We’ve got to convince the pirates
we’re just one asteroid miner hustling in to Mars for a good time.
As far as they’re supposed to figure, we don’t know who’s in
charge down there and we don’t care, as long as they let Jack
Heflin land and get out to the happy side of town.”
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“Still,” Joe persisted, “we’ve probably moved faster than
anyone else in history—Earth to Mars in four days—man oh
man!”

“Stow it, you two—if you please,” pleaded Steve. “We’ll be
in normal contact range in a second and I’ve gotta be ready to
make my case.”

The Spud Peeler had dropped its speed to normal as soon as
it had changed course to make it appear as if it had come from
the Asteroid Belt. Its appearance, inside and out, would not
arouse suspicion in anyone’s mind that it was anything but a
forty-year old cargo ship. An easy-going, middle-aged asteroid
miner might have bought it second-hand or maybe even third-
hand. It was common for such miners, when they had found
enough ore, to come in to Ceres or (with a real lucky find) even
Mars for a joy jaunt.

If the pirates allowed Steve to land, then after the Starmen
dropped into the skies of Mars with Jack and Jill for their part of
the mission, Steve would be on his own to deal with the pirates.
He didn’t expect it to be too much of a challenge for him. He had
worn his asteroid miner’s clothes during the entire four days
since they had lifted off from the Moon. He’d slept in them and
hadn’t bathed. He was ready to play the part.

“Get ready,” he said. Joe and Mark were dressed in the dusty
magenta camouflage fatigues suitable for the Martian wilderness.
Air tanks were in place and survival packs with two days’ supply
of food and water were ready. They strapped on their glider
’chutes. Steve’s suit was a dark, moss green, marked and scraped
as expected for an asteroid miner.

The Titanians entered the shoulder packs that the Starmen
had added to their space suits. These packs were designed to
provide them with their own environment, and could be detached
and used as a small vehicle. Normally it attached like a
backpack, riding high so the Titanians could see over their host’s
shoulder.

The red planet filled the bottom two-thirds of the window.
The Spud Peeler was approaching Eagle Crater, the site of Eagle
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City, from the northwest. The sun was behind it. The upper right
portion of the planet was in night’s shadow, discernible because
there were no stars visible in that part of the sky. Beyond Mars,
filling the upper expanse of the window, the field of stars spread
through the purity of the cosmos.

“Keep quiet, now. I'm opening communications.” In spite of
the banter of the previous moment, the boys were nervous.
Hearts beat fast, palms were clammy, expressions were tense.
Only Steve seemed calm. He flipped a switch.

“Spud Peeler calling Eagle City, Jack Heflin aboard. Coming
in from the Belt, seeking permission to land.”

“Permission refused!” came the near-shouted reply. “No
landings permitted. Leave Martian airspace at once!”

“What do you mean, ‘Permission refused!’?” shouted Steve.
“I haven’t been on Mars for more 'n two years, and I’'m comin’
in with a fistful o’ solars to spend!”

“Permission refused!” repeated the controller firmly. “Leave
Martian airspace at once!”

“What’s the problem down there? I’ve been—"

“Leave Martian airspace at once or get shot down. Either
way, you’re not landing at Eagle City!”

“All right, all right! I’'m on my way,” Steve snarled back, and
cut off communications. “Better get ready boys. I’ll just keep
cruisin’ this ship along quietly until we get to the right place and
then we’ll jump!”

Two minutes passed, and then a smoky bar appeared in the
cabin, filling the space between the seats from floor to ceiling.
The metal sizzled, and the bar disappeared.

“LET’S GO, BOYS! THEY MEAN BUSINESS! We’re a lot
higher up’n I’d hoped for! We’re gonna have to spacedive!” Joe
and Mark didn’t have to ask what was going on—they knew a
medium weight laser beam when they saw it. The hiss of rapidly
escaping air filled the cabin with a loud squeal. A second beam
pierced the seat where Steve had been sitting, but he was already
up, throwing on his helmet with his right hand and grabbing a
glider ’chute with his left. Melting metal dripped from the
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ceiling to the floor. The three of them put on their helmets, raced
to the cargo port, threw open both doors, and leaped into space
about one second apart.

The Starmen had said nothing after Steve’s urgent command
to jump for it. Things were not going according to plan, but they
had made an instant decision and acted on it. Jack and Jill were
in place in their shoulder packs.

I'm actually a little calmer now, thought Joe. He saw Mark
spread out below him and a little to his left. He hadn’t been to
Eagle City since he was a child, and never dreamed he would
return this way. Wonder if I actually will return, he thought, with
a mental shrug.

They had had to make the jump before they’d entered the
atmosphere. It would be a long, long dive. Directly below and in
every direction as far as he could see was a grand sweep of
featureless, reddish-brown landscape, with a few shadows giving
evidence of hills and dunes. After a few minutes, he began to feel
a little resistance and knew he’d entered the top layer of the
Martian atmosphere.

With his arms and legs flung out to get the maximum drag
from the thin air, Joe turned his head to see if he could locate the
Spud Peeler, but it was too far away. Suddenly there was a fierce
fireball, blinding him for a moment. Must have hit the magnetic
pod where the antimatter was stored, he thought. Good thing we
almost used it up getting here, or a really big blooey would have
tipped the pirates off that something was unusual about that old
cargo ship!

“Just made it, didn’t we, Joe boy?” Steve’s voice came
gently through the speakers. Out of the corner of his eye Joe saw
Steve above him, eyes fixed on the red soil below. “Get ready to
deploy your ’chutes, men. Ground’s coming up.”

Joe looked down. The terrain now showed some detail. He
could see cracks, which he knew were really canyons far below.

Glad we’ve got our air tanks, he added to himself. This air is
thin! ‘Barely enough to hold a ’chute,’ they told us—and they
didn't expect us to be jumping from so high! Wonder what
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terminal velocity is on Mars. The landing won t be too much fun.

“Opening up now,” Mark announced. Below him and to the
left Joe saw Mark’s pink and brown glider ’chute pop open and
begin to deploy. Joe pulled his own ripcord. Deployment was
slow, but it was happening. His ’chute deployed completely and
he felt a tug as his speed dropped suddenly.

Not enough! he thought, and then added out loud, “We’re
coming in too fast! The air can’t hold us!” No one responded, but
both new Starmen felt their adrenaline surge as they saw the
Martian sand approach much too quickly for comfort.

“We’re coming in too fast! The air can't hold us!”

Joe saw Mark pull on his shroud lines and watched the
canopy turn. He looked where Mark was going, and saw where
the sand fell off like a wave, the side of an enormous sand dune.
Mark was gliding toward that; Joe followed him in. He saw
Mark slam into the side of the dune and roll over and over,
rapidly, out of control. He had no time to watch further, for it
was his turn to greet Mars.

Choooff! went his boots as he sheered into the side of the
dune. He fell hard on his face in the sand and began to roll. The
breath was knocked out of him. He sucked in hard, trying to get
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some air into his lungs, hoping his air hose wouldn’t get
dislodged. At last he stopped tumbling and lay still. Sand slid
down over him heavily, and a cloud of brown dust rose thickly
and then slowly blew away.

“Oooh!” he groaned. He wanted to lie there for a long time,
but he had to look for his friends. “Are you okay, Jill?”

“Okay,” said the tiny voice. “We Titanians are tough.”

“Don’t I know it,” moaned Joe. “Wish I were as tough.” He
raised his head and turned to look. At the bottom of the dune
about fifty yards away, Mark was lying facedown. He saw no
sign of Steve. Joe struggled to get to his feet, and then stumbled
over to where Mark lay, sand flying as he hastened.

“Mark!” he cried. “Jack? Is Mark okay?”

“Cannot tell, Joe. He not move. Eyes closed, but breathing.”
Joe knelt by the spread-eagled shape, and saw faint movement in
the hands of his friend.

“Is he okay?” came Steve’s voice over the radio. Joe looked
over his left shoulder and saw Steve coming to them, walking
quickly. Steve appeared to be fine.

“I’'m okay,” sighed Mark. “I just want to lie here for a
moment.”

A few minutes later, the three Earthmen stood in the red sand
at the bottom of the dune, the dust brushed from their clothing as
best they could manage.

“Well...at least we didn’t lose any equipment,” said Steve.

“That’s putting a good face on it, Steve,” responded Mark,
“considering we only have food and water for two days, and
don’t know where we are!”

“Don’t forget we also have six air tanks for the three of us,
too, Mark,” added Joe. “Unless we learn to breathe like Sherpas,
we’ll last about a day and a half.”

Steve said, “I have a pretty good idea where we are—about
where we are, that is. Judging from where we were when we got
shot down and how fast we were movin’, we’re at least 350
miles northwest of Crater 91.”

“This is not good,” said Mark. “We can never reach Eagle
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City on time to keep the pirates’ ships from detecting the Earth
fleet and lifting off to attack it! We’ve already failed!”

It was night on Mars again. Zip was on the second floor of a
warehouse in the side of the city farthest from the spaceport.
Nearby were several bars, gambling houses, and run-down
theaters. They were crowded, even more than usual, since no one
was allowed to leave Mars and the miners and other travelers
were getting bored and restless. The patrols in this section of the
city were frequent, well armed, and only covered the streets in
groups of at least a half dozen men.

A small gathering of friends, three or four celebrants,
stumbled out of the Lizard’s Watering Hole, one of the most
popular of the entertainment centers on the west side of Eagle
City. Within seconds, two patrols confronted them in the streets,
weapons drawn.

“Go back inside!” ordered one of the men in the street. He
was a hulk of a man and sported a crew cut. “If you’ve had your
fun for the night, go upstairs and sleep it off. Nobody’s allowed
on the streets at night!”

An old man, one of those who had come from the Watering
Hole, spoke up. “Aww, Jimmy, just let me go back to my ship for
a minute. | need to feed my koalangs. They ain’t had a thing to
eat for a couple days.”

“Go on, get inside!” The big man emphasized his words with
a push. The old man surged back into his friends’ arms. “Aww,
Jimmy. That ain’t no way to make friends,” whined the old man,
as his friends helped him back inside.

By the end of the incident, Zip was in the alley next to the
Watering Hole. A street lamp at the head of the street cast its halo
over the entrance, but the darkness deepened as the alley
extended away from the street. Zip stood silent and unmoving.
He made even his mind blend into the overflowing refuse bins
and half-filled storage boxes that were scattered in the alley.
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Pipes and ladders ascended the sides of buildings on both sides
of the alleyway, and the shadows cast grotesque patterns until
they faded into the dark grays of the night.

The crew-cut man’s patrol moved on. Zip immediately
moved to the end of the alley, just out of the circle where the
street lamp illuminated the walkway. The patrol turned a corner.
Zip slipped after them, unable to avoid the yellow glow of the
light.

“Hey! You! Come here!” A voice shouted at him from the
end of the street opposite to that where Crew Cut had gone. Zip
whirled and saw another patrol just turning the corner into the
lights in front of the Lizard’s Watering Hole. He snorted with
disgust at himself, and turned back into the alley and ran. A laser
beam pursued him and scarred the wall of the warehouse, but Zip
was already well into the dimness. He could hear running feet
and several shouts.

He didn’t have a laser shield with him, since it was not
standard equipment and he had had no expectation of being shot
at while on this assignment on Mars. Laser shields were very
thin, lightweight bodywear that could absorb and diffuse a laser
beam.

He jumped to a ladder that went up along all three stories to
the top of the warehouse. The patrol reached the entrance to the
alley. The leader saw Zip’s dark bulk climbing quickly up the
ladder. He fired a second beam as the bulk disappeared. Zip felt
searing pain across his back as he hurled himself into the open
window of the warehouse’s second story from which he had
watched Crew Cut bully the old man. His adrenaline kept him
going.

“Time enough later to let the pain slow me down,” he told
himself. He sped through the dark room. He could already hear
someone on the ladder, and there were others at the front door.

Zip jumped onto the freight elevator that he had used to get
to the second story and dropped rapidly into the basement. The
front door crashed open as he hit the bottom.

“Get the lights on!” someone shouted. Glancing over his
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shoulder, Zip could see the beams of several flashlights moving
rapidly along hallways, coming in his direction. He opened a
panel that admitted him to a narrow tunnel. It was braced in
places with beams that looked like wood but was probably some
artificial substance. He shut it quickly but silently behind him
and sealed it. Then he turned toward the long brick stairway that
led away from the panel into the depths of the crater floor under
Eagle City.

I can't go out much more, maybe not at all—not even at
night, David thought. The pirates have too much at stake now
and are just too vigilant for me to risk it.

His back began to throb. The stairs came to an end. There
were a few timbers holding up the walls of the tunnel at this
point, but the smell of moist earth and a strong feeling of being
enclosed assaulted his senses. He stumbled on.

Chapter 8: Lost in the Desert

CHECKING a map that Space Command had provided, Mark
determined that the invasion team had come down in the Coloe
Palus area of the Martian landscape. It was a dark and depressed
area, with nearly 300 miles of sandy, desert territory to travel
through before they could get to the sea immediately west of
Eagle Crater. A mountainous terrain, heavily wrinkled with
passes and escarpments, lay just to the north of the area through
which they would have to travel. The sea west of their goal was
actually a long and wide arm of the great ocean that straddled the
equator. It was at least 60 miles wide at the point where it was
closest to Eagle City.

As Mark was consulting the map, Joe was taking
atmospheric readings. The dark blue of the atmosphere, even at
high noon, was found only where the land met the sky. About
thirty degrees above the horizon the blue darkened into deep
purple, and directly overhead was almost like the black of space.

“Well, I'm only a little surprised,” Joe announced when he
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had finished his measurements. “The oxygen content here is not
as thin as I expected, not as thin as it is at most other places on
this planet. But it is much too thin to sustain human life—only
about 10-15% that of normal air.”

“Yeah, well, even if there were plenty of oxygen, we’d still
need our suits. The temperature is just about freezing,” added
Mark.

“Five degrees below freezing, to be exact,” said Joe,
cheerlessly. “I’d have expected it to be at least a little warmer,
since this is the Martian summer.”

“We’re out in the badlands at a bad time, we know that,” put
in Steve. “We’re bad off. This place is dryer’n dust in a
mummy’s pocket. But let’s not stand around here worryin’ about
it. Let’s get moving.”

Joe cast his eye over Steve’s corpulence. “Think you’ll be able
to keep up, Steve?”

“If you get lost, Joe, just follow my footprints. You’ll be
okay.”

“What direction, Mark?” asked Joe. He was scanning the
horizon to the east. It looked the same everywhere he turned his
eyes. Bleak, reddish brown dust, scattered rocks and small
boulders, a few scraggly plants that made cacti look like a rain
forest.

“According to the map, the nearest supply station is about
forty miles from here, roughly due east, maybe a little south of
cast,” Mark said. The supply stations were scattered widely on
Mars’ surface, but most were in the vicinity of Eagle Crater.
They contained food, water, oxygen tanks, clothing, electronic
equipment, and other supplies a traveler may need.

“The directional beacons only have a range of about twenty
miles,” said Joe. “We’ll have to guess at the direction until we
come into range.” Each supply station had a solar-powered
directional beacon to make them easy to find.

Mark added, “The station is not on a direct line to Eagle
Crater, but it’s our only hope of survival. Once we reach it, we’ll
have a much better chance to do what we need to do.”
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“Shouldn’t we risk contacting Space Command?” asked Joe.
“Obviously no one knows that we’re not in Eagle City. It’s not
possible for us to get there in three days, much less sabotage the
pirates’ launching capability in that time. If we haven’t achieved
that assignment by the time Earth’s forces are prepared to
launch, they’ll be at a huge disadvantage, and it’ll be our fault!”

“It’ll be a risk,” assessed Mark, after the slightest hesitation.
“A big risk! Putnam announced that he would be blocking all
attempts to communicate from Mars. If he’s been able to do that
even ’way out here, we couldn’t get through and we’d only cut
our own throats by revealing our location. The pirates must be
watching for any sign of interplanetary communication. They
don’t want Mr. Jones who runs the grocery store in Eagle City to
be reporting the pirates’ every move to his brother-in-law in
Cleveland.”

“But Mark, the crew of several hundred ships is at risk!”

Mark pressed his lips together. “I know, Joe. Of course we
have to risk it. But we’d better have a plan first. Suppose we
devise our message as if it’s from ‘Jack Heflin’ trying to reach
his friends to say he’s been shot down by some idiots in Eagle
City. That’ll keep our cover for the pirates but also definitely tell
Space Command that we’ve got a problem.”

“Sounds great!”

“Let’s do it that way, then. Steve, you’ve gotta make the call.”

“Okay with me, boyos,” said their companion. “It’s a good
plan. But they might send out a search ship. You two’d better be
ready to hide real well in case we get a surprise visit. Lucky you
got those camouflaged suits.”

“No luck about it, Steve,” said Mark. “That was part of the
plan.”

Steve prepared his message and then made the attempt, but the
signal did not escape the atmosphere. Steve lifted his eyebrows.

“Well, well, well! To tell you the truth, I’'m surprised! I
thought sure that nobody’d be able to box in a signal this far out
in the barren lands!” He looked up. “I got to admit I’'m a little
impressed with this Troy Putnam. His resources are more
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formidable that I’d ever have guessed. There’s more to him than
we thought!”

“We’d better get moving,” said Mark soberly. “I don’t know if
the pirates will care about that signal or not, or how long it’ll
take em to get a patrol ship out here if they decide to respond in
some way. I think you, Steve, should stay about a mile in front of
us. If you see a ship, look obvious—maybe even wave for help,
and we’ll hide.”

“I’m to draw their attention in the hope they’ll overlook you
two, eh? Well, an unwelcome assignment but there’s no other
way under these circumstances.”

“You’re a good fellow, Steve,” said Joe. “Think of it this way:
I’11 definitely have to follow in your footprints now.”

“If nothing happens by nightfall, we can come together again,”
said Mark. “We’ll have to communicate with each other on these
‘line-of-sight’ communicators we’re using. Their range isn’t far,
but no one can eavesdrop on us. Other than that, we’ve got to be
as good as silent. The hardest part of the journey is right now.
After we reach the first supply station we’ll be okay.”

Joe agonized, “No one knows that we’ve been shot down—not
Zip, who doesn’t know we’re coming, and not our forces who
can’t see us! Even if we cross the desert successfully in a week
or so, the time it will take us to get to Eagle City is still
hopelessly too long!”

“I know, Joe,” sympathized Steve. “Time and circumstances
are against us. But we can’t do anything but go on. Success.
That’s gotta be our only goal.”

“We’ll get to Eagle City all right,” contributed Mark.

They set out at once. Steve took the lead, setting his direction
by the sun. Since Mars had no magnetic field, compasses were
useless. “A little south of east,” he repeated. “We should be able
to make it by late afternoon tomorrow.”

“We’ll make it,” said Joe. “Number one priority has got to be
crippling the pirates. And to do that we have to survive. We’ll
make it!”

“That’s my boy,” said Steve.
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The wind was at their backs, light but unrelenting. The
terrain undulated slightly before them, but for the most part the
land was a simple desert plain of light dust and small rocks,
extending as far as one could see. The Starmen could barely see
the figure of Steve, plodding on and on a mile in front of them,
holding to the direction that Mark had set.

The sand dunes where they had landed had marked the
western edge of an expanse of gasping, hard-packed, solid sand
almost as hard as stone. The dunes were far behind them now,
but the horizon in front did not change in appearance as the
invasion team moved ahead. Placing one foot in front of another
became a mechanical, eventually mind-sapping, repetitive
action. Nothing seemed to change. Their pedometers showed that
they were putting miles behind them, but if not for these
measurements the five travelers would have felt that they were
not making progress.

The sun gradually moved behind the hikers and their
shadows stretched longer and longer in front of them. There had
been no sign of a search ship. Dusk was approaching. Joe knew
the fierce cold would intensify when the sun dropped below the
western horizon. A slight frost was already beginning to form on
the ground.

“Steve,” called Mark, “hold up for us. Looks as if no one’s
coming after us. If a search ship were going to come our way, it
would’ve been here by now.” Steve sat down wearily and waited
for the Starmen to catch up.

“We’d better stop for the night,” suggested Steve when they
were together again. “When it’s dark, it’ll be hard to travel.”

“Why is that?” asked Mark. “It’s not like we’re going to lose
our way or bump into anything. We can check our direction by
the stars.”

“I’d like to keep going, too,” added Joe. “Let’s push on for at
least a couple more hours, maybe more.”

“To keep going, we’ll need to use lights,” said Steve. “In this
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country even dim lights can be seen a long way off; just in case
anyone comes out to search for us we’d be easy to spot. But
Phobos and maybe even Deimos should be up soon, and they
oughta give us some light to travel by.”

“Hmmm. Right,” mused Mark. “What’s moonlight like on
Mars, Steve? I’ve read about it, but have never seen it myself.”

“Not like a full moon on Earth, my boy. As you know,
Phobos orbits close to the surface, but it’s hardly bigger than a
pebble. It rises in the west and reaches the eastern horizon in a
little more’n five and a half hours. It looks like a shiny little
potato with a kaleidoscope of lit-up designs on it. If the time is
right, you can actually see it rise twice in one night! It circles this
orb we’re set down on in eleven hours or a bit more.

“Deimos, now, is a different story. It’s like a bright star, and
takes more than five days just to get around Mars once. It rises in
the east and appears to run in the opposite direction from
Phobos. Both moons revolve in the same direction, though—it’s
just the way the planet rotates that makes it appear differently.
It’s complicated! But don’t worry! There’ll be enough
illumination to keep us from stumbling into any gopher holes, if
you’re determined to keep going.”

“Gophers?” asked Mark quickly; and then the light dawned.
“Oh, yes. Gophers,” he continued with a straight face. “I
remember reading about the Martian gophers back in the
Academy. It was Dr. Dukas’ class, I believe. Martian gophers are
the descendants of Australian kangaroos after they were crossed
with the koalas, and brought to Mars with the settlers before the
Collapse. They wanted an animal that would be both cuddly and
useful for carrying supplies. Vital for the miners who brought
their children. Only problem was that the thin atmosphere and
lower gravity of Mars combined to keep the species small. It was
classified as Aresius gopherius diminutives, if 1 remember
correctly. Could be wrong, though; I barely passed Dr. Dukas’
class.”

“Yeah? Or maybe you were absent that day and you’re
making all this up,” replied Joe, stepping forward with a lively
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gait. Where the frosty plain met the sky, a soft silver glow was
emerging, like a firefly caught in a cobweb. Phobos was about to
appear over the horizon behind them.

Two hours later, the five of them settled down for the night.
Steve put up the tent. It was made of a clear material, similar to
the substance used for making the close-fitting spacesuits they
were wearing. The fabric was virtually impossible to puncture by
any normal means.

The tent came with a small canister of recyclable air, designed
for use by two full-grown human beings for about three nights. It
would be difficult to support three at a time, but there was no
choice. Once inside the tent, the humans could remove their
helmets and the Titanians could emerge from the shoulder packs.

A simple cold meal from the rations was at best nourishing,
but could hardly be described as satisfying. With the fall of deep
night, the wind ceased. Conversation was minimal, as everyone
was tired, quarters were cramped, and oxygen was at a premium.

In the morning, they went on. The desiccated land extended
forward, and still there was no break in the horizon, no feature to
relieve the desolate flatness. There was no water. As the sun
warmed the land the wind picked up again, blowing with
increasing fierceness from their backs. Dust blew before them,
almost exactly in the same direction they were walking. Though
no one spoke of it, the ordeal was beginning to drain them. Jokes
became less and less frequent, until even normal conversation
lagged. Time between words became measured in hours.

Past noon, Mark stopped. He checked his directional finder.
“Still nothing,” he announced wearily. It was becoming difficult
to talk, since the air was beginning to feel a little stale. “I’m sure
we’re going in the right direction, or about the right direction,
but we ought to have locked onto the supply station by now.”

“Didn’t you say yesterday that it would take us at least until
this afternoon?” asked Joe.
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“Yeah. I guess so. [ was just hoping.”

The Starmen were only hinting at their growing anxieties. The
food was running low and the water had been recycled several
times and was beginning to taste bad. Oxygen was their most
urgent need, and it would pass the critical mark late the
following day.

Even Steve was quiet. The trek was taking its toll even on his
usually irrepressible sense of humor. Only Jack and Jill showed
no signs of discomfort.

The company moved forward. Once again, the shadows
lengthened and darkness followed the sun. Once again, they kept
moving. Phobos was just setting over the horizon before them. In
the same part of the sky, Deimos shone with remote beauty, like
the star of the evening.

Mark kept them going a little longer than the night before. No
one complained, knowing the importance of finding the supply
station before their air ran out. When they finally stopped for the
night, he checked the directional finder, again without result.
Wordlessly, Steve set up the tent.

After they had lain down for the night, Joe looked up through
the clear fabric of the tent. The daytime breeze was barely
discernible, and the blaze of the night sky was flung above them
with a profound splendor. Mark always found deep satisfaction
in such beauty. Quietly, he recited,

Evening wind, from over the blue-black
darkness of the sea,
Your sighs are as a spoken word to me,
Wafted in quietness,
as on a flight of angel wings,
Soft as a word whispered,
caressingly, in the night,
A word from my Beloved brought by you,
O evening wind.
“Come home,” I hear you whisper.
“Your Beloved calls you home.”
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Joe sat up and rested on one elbow. “What was that, Mark? It
was beautiful!”

“It’s the first verse of a poem I remember from my childhood.
It’s called ‘Come Home’. My mother used to recite it to me over
and over again at bedtime when I was small. I used to look out
my bedroom window when she was saying it, and I could see the
stars. It made me want to be out among them. The second verse
is even better.” Lying back and looking up at the constellations,
he continued:

Evening wind, my soul has been waiting
long for this great flight.
Beyond the twinkling circlet of the night,
Between portals of time and space,
I go to Him.
Above the swirling breakers
of the galaxies,
Crested with spume of cosmic dust,
There, at the margin of created space,
my Beloved waits for me.
I see His face, and I am home at last'.

No one said anything after that. A bit more content, they went to
sleep.

The morning of their third day on the red planet dawned,
beautiful but piercingly cold. The wind came up again from the
west, at their backs. As they moved into the sunrise, Mark
checked the directional finder every few minutes.

On the third try of the day, he got a fix on the supply station.
His heart dropped within him, and his shoulders slumped.

“I have a fix on the station,” he said, barely above a whisper.

" The poem, “Come Home”, was written by Marjorie Avery of
Corsicana, Texas, and is used with her permission.
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“It’s nineteen miles away.”

No one responded. The supply station had been much farther
away than they had estimated. Drastically demoralized, they
continued to plug along.

By mid-morning, a snowy haze began to blow by them. Tiny
particles swirled through the wind. If it were warmer, this would
be mist, thought Joe. Frozen fog. Never run across that before. If
things weren t so desperate, it might be beautiful.

A slight dusting of dry snow, made up of tiny flakes, scudded
along the ground, caught briefly in the hollows, and rose up in
eddies. Gradually, almost beyond notice, the amount of snow
increased. Clouds obscured the sun and became dark. The day,
never very bright in the best of times, became characterized by
severe gloom.

The land began to sink. At last the invasion team had crossed
the great plain. They dropped down to a lower elevation, coming
down an incline, finding switchbacks and carving a path through
natural terraces and declivities. As they descended, the snow
level increased, limiting visibility.

At the bottom, facing rounded hills and unable to see their
way forward, they turned in every direction, and noted the arctic
isolation of their surroundings. Where they stood, it was very
cold now—about twelve degrees Fahrenheit. The ground was
white with snow and the wind had increased noticeably in
intensity, screeching powerfully down the incline after them. The
five of them knew that on Mars, what is normally a strong breeze
could quickly become a fierce gale of hurricane force.

Their food was nearly gone. Their air supply could not last
another night. The team’s situation was desperate.

Chapter 9: The Hooded Man

STARMAN DAVID FOSTER was resting in a small alcove deep in
the Martian tunnels. He had extinguished his light and lay in the
perfect darkness of the subterranean labyrinth. He was exhausted
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and in pain. His back was scored from the laser beam that had
been fired at him as he was entering the warehouse next to the
Lizard s Watering Hole.

He didn’t think that the wound was too serious, but he
couldn’t reach it to apply any salves. He’d taken some mild pain
medication his first aid kit provided and some antibiotic, but
couldn’t do any more than that. His resources had been taxed to
the uttermost during the past couple of days. He’d slept little and
eaten less, and coupled with that the solitude and the dimness of
the tunnels was beginning to drain him mentally.

If I could just close my eyes and rest, he thought. I don t need
much. Just a few minutes. His eyelids drooped and his breathing
was slowing and becoming slightly labored. He was on the verge
of a long, deep sleep too long denied.

Instantly he was alert. There was a glimmer far down the
tunnel. A light was moving. Whoever was carrying it was
coming toward him. This part of the tunnel system had been
sheared out of solid rock far under the crater floor. There was no
dust or need of artificial support for the ceiling or walls. The
passageway was a simple, strong tube cut through stone, more
than man-high with a flat floor. Zip reached slowly for his
weapon. He knew they were coming and he had time to prepare.
Other than taking up the weapon, he hadn’t moved and didn’t
plan to. If there were a battle, it would be fought here.

1ts either stay here or retreat through the passage where
their only moving target is me. I'll stay here. He was almost too
tired even to think. He kept his eyes open and alert, but without
much interest. When he heard the voices, he gripped his pistol.

Four people came into sight, close together in single file.
They were not in pirates’ uniforms, but in this battle Zip knew
that didn’t mean anything. The way the lines were drawn, who
knew for sure who was on whose side? He had made a couple of
forays into the public in the evening just before curfew, cloaked
in gray. In his explorations Zip had learned that a good number
of people whom nearly everybody liked and trusted had been in
the pirates’ pay for some time. “People here in Eagle City will
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never be the same again after this!” he had been told more than
once from a shopkeeper, banker, or maintenance worker.

“Found him!” cried out the man in the lead. He had a
flashlight, but no weapon out. His partner right behind him had a
stunner, out and fully ready for quick use, but Zip sensed that he
was not threatening. He didn’t raise his own weapon, though he
could have taken out the stunner with a single shot from the hip.
“We’re here to help you, Starman, and by the looks of you now,
you might have a right to complain aboot our lateness. We’re
right sorry aboot that, ain’t we boys? —and Doris?” The latter
words were spoken over his left shoulder while he kept his eyes
on Zip.

“The name is Donal McTaggart, Mr. Starman, which I can
see that you are by your red uniform in spite of the gray cloak
and the dust you’re wearin’ on top of it.” The words were spoken
in a thicker Scottish accent than Zip had heard in a long time.
What Zip had heard was something like, “The naime iss Doe-
nall MucTaggarrt, Meestirr Stahr’mun.” He continued, “Ahnd
this heer’s Doe-ris, me pahrtnerr and wife. Ahnd these two oafs
are Dirk and Jacksie.” Dirk was the one with the stunner. Jacksie
was armed with a large crowbar. Even Doris had a laser pistol.

“For being pretty-well armed, you don’t look as if I'm your
prey,” said Zip in a voice as normal as he could. He hoped it was
good enough.

“Oh, indeed not, sair, not thrreat’nin’ a’tall,” answered
Donal. And Doris added melodiously, “We’ve come t’ help yoo.”
Her husband picked up the story while she bent over him to
check his wound.

“My wife and me, we run the Lizard’s Watering Hole. Been
proprietors fer goin’ on twelve years nauw. Do a good bit o’
bizness.”

“Respected in the town, too,” Doris added. By “town” David
knew that she meant the “west side” of Eagle City where the
unattached, independent, unpredictable, unwashed, and immoral
found their reason to visit Eagle City. The area wasn’t quite
lawless and it wasn’t quite a slum. It was just a place that needed
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watching. And it wasn’t his concern.

“See, Stahr’'mun, we figgered oot that there maught be
someone in these tunnels, someone who maught even need some
help.” That was Jacksie speaking.

Zip turned his eyes to him. “And how did you figure that?”

Dirk answered. His accent was barely pronounced. “We saw
Jimmy play the bully on the old man. That didn’t set too well
with us. Most of the people in the Lizard are locals or regular
customers, see—even Jimmy. So we didn’t like Jimmy doin’ that
to the old man. We were lookin’ out the door when the second
patrol came around the other corner. Now those boys weren’t
locals. They’re real tough, see, and they don’t mind using force.
They’re plenty scared, too, see, since the big fuel depot got
blown up a few nights back. And they’re real mad, on top o’ that,
’cause they can’t get off of Mars—can’t get off fer at least a
month! And they’re rea/ mad that it was only one man that did it
to ’em!”

“That right?” said Zip. He had sat up so that Doris could get
a close look at his wound. Donal held him up.

Jacksie continued. “So when we sauw that this off-Mars
patrol sauw someone in the warehoose, we didn’t think it was
any of oor regulars, and it wasn’t someone who was too friendly
with anybody on patrol. So when I sauw that first wild shot,
which none of oor boys like Jimmy would ever shoot, I turned to
me buddies and said, ‘I think we may have a secret parrtner,
boys.” And while everybody else was jammin’ their heads
through that doorframe like a box of oranges tipped up on its
end, I pulled Donal and Dirk aside, and whispered, ‘and if those
off-planet troopers don’t tayke a prisoner or a body out of there, |
know whaur he’ll be. And he’s goin’ to need some help.” And
here we are.”

“Moreover,” added Dirk, “I’m thinkin’ we’ve found the man
that poked the pirates in the eye by removin’ the depot from their
immediate plans. One man alone, even a Stahr-mun, can use
some friends. And nauw you’ve got some. Besides, if you don’t
mind me sayin’ so, ye’re a bit on the young side, Stahr-mun or
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no. Some help maught be welcome, I’m thinkin’.”

Doris had anointed his back with salve, and now was placing
a strip of gauze over it and putting it down with medical tape.
“It’s painful, but not too dangerous. The salve will help it heal up
fast. Now I think you need food and rest in a safe place.”

“How did you know where I’d be?”

Donal picked up. “Weel, Stahr’mun, as I said a bit ago we’ve
been here fer a lang time. There are a few of us auld-timers who
have located these tunnels that spread a networrk b’tween the
buildings of Eagle City. We surely didn’t maike them—ach, no,
we surely didn’t maike them! But I think that the reel ownerrs
haven’t been usin’ ’em fer a whaile. So there’s a few of us who
use them nauw and agayn to storre a few things fer some people,
and sometimes to haide some things from some people, if you
know what I mean, lad?”

Zip wasn’t sure he did know, but didn’t care too much at the
time. He didn’t give an answer and Donal didn’t seem to need
one. Dirk and Jacksie were lifting the Starman up and supporting
him so he could walk up the tunnel back the way he’d come.
“And now it looks like we’re haiding some people from some
people, don’t it now?”

Donal led the way back, flashlight out in front, with Doris at
his back with Dirk’s stunner ready to go. The slow procession
reached the part where the tunnels had been excavated from
softer stone and needed artificial bracing. After fifty yards or so,
they came to the foot of the brick stairs Zip had used to escape
from the warehouse; they passed these by. Another forty or so
feet brought them to the foot of another stairway. This was the
terminus of several passages, none of them marked.

“Up that way we get to ourr home. And doun that way some
of our other folks er livin’,” volunteered Donal, indicating
another one of the passages. “Aboot the only choices they got
above is to be not welcome or not safe. Here, they’re both. We
tayke care of em, and sometimes, like tonight, they’ll tayke care
of us.”

Zip was about down for the count. All he knew was that he
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was being taken to a place of comfort and safety, where he could
eat, bathe, and rest. He trusted his new friends. They carried him
down a level tunnel lined with slabs of hard, thick gray brick
interspersed with reddish sandstone.

At that precise moment, more than 250 miles away, Joe was
talking. “I’d love a cup of tea right now—just a small cup,
steaming, sweet. It doesn’t even have to be sweet. Just the tea
would be fine,” he said. “I don’t want to ask for too much.”

“You’re always satisfied with simple things, Joe,” said Mark.
“A good challenge with an engine, a little book of poetry, a cup
of tea. I’ve always admired that about you. [ wish I could give it
to you.”

The five members of the invasion team were sitting close
together in the tent. They had found a spot somewhat out of the
strong wind, behind a ridge not far from where they had
descended the incline. The snow was about a foot deep, but it
was piling up higher on the windward side. A single heatless
light in the center of the circle cast their shadows behind them
onto the walls of the fabric. They were warm enough, but the
sound of the blizzard came easily through the walls of their
bubble, and visibility was only a couple of feet. Large
snowflakes in abundance flew by in almost a horizontal
direction.

“HEY!” Steve suddenly jumped, extremely startled. He gave
Jack an inadvertent smack and sent the Titanian spinning.

“What is it?!” cried out both boys. Steve was gaping and his
eyes were staring. He could only point. Mark and Joe looked
where he was pointing. When they saw what had startled Steve,
they could feel their hands become clammy and their hearts
began to race. The hair on the back of their necks prickled.

Out of the racing white blizzard, there was another face
staring into their bubble of orange light, a few inches away from
the fabric. The head was completely covered with a dark and
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impenetrable hood-like helmet, almost like smoked glass. The
rest of the figure disappeared into the darkness of the snowy
night.

“Steve!” exclaimed Mark. “Who could that be? Who lives
out here?”

There was another face
staring into their bubble of orange light.

“Probably a miner,” said Steve, over the first shock.
“Maybe there’s a settlement near here. There are a lot of them on
Mars, and nobody knows where they all are.”  Seeing that he
had been noticed, the hooded man gestured for them to follow
him. He repeated the gesture two or three times, and then
stepped back. The whipping, whirling snowflakes swallowed
him up.

“He wants us to follow him somewhere,” said Joe. “We
don’t stand much of a chance out here as we are, but I don’t like
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just walking after the first stranger we see!”

“The miners are okay, Joe,” answered Steve. “They’re a little
strange and they generally keep to themselves, but they’re not
hostile.”

“How sure about that can you be when these pirates are
around? Who knows who’s in their pay? And who knows what
this hooded man wants us for? How’d he find us, anyway?”
Steve shook his head. “I can’t tell you any of that, but I know
that without help we’re not going to see tomorrow night.”

“Let’s go,” said Mark. “Whoever he is and wherever he takes
us, it won’t be worse than here.” The Titanians got into the
shoulder packs, the men put on their helmets, and Steve
collapsed the tent. Packing up didn’t take long.

When they were ready, they turned to the hooded man. He
was wearing a seamless but thin, lightweight suit of a kind the
team members had never seen before. Over his suit was a long
black cloak that covered him almost to his feet. There was a
small pack on his back with tubes leading from it into his helmet.
He was thin and about six and a half feet tall. They were more
than startled by his appearance, but also curious.

They had to stay close to the hooded man to keep from losing
him in the blizzard. His dark clothing made it easier to see him,
but visibility was only a few feet. After a walk of a mile or so
through narrow canyons he went into a cave and through an
airlock.

Inside there was an enormous room, lit clearly but not
brightly. Floor space was several thousand square feet.

“Look at this place!” exclaimed Joe. The room was furnished
with numerous tables and chairs; there were also counters and
cabinets that were well organized and filled with equipment of
various kinds. Some were obviously scientific and some were
unidentifiable. Several passages led out of the room, but no
doors were open.

“Some miner’s dwelling,” muttered Mark.

Once inside, Joe tested the air. “Strange. It’s a little high in
carbon dioxide and a little low in oxygen, but breathable. If we
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breathe it straight we may have mild headaches after an hour or
so. But we can take off our helmets.” The three of them removed
their helmets. The temperature was about 50 degrees.

Joe and Mark were surprised that, although the stranger
disconnected his helmet from its air supply and loosened it from
his clothing, he kept it on. He made no answer to their questions.

“Steve, who or what is he?”” asked Joe.

“I’m as surprised as you boys are,” Steve said, sitting down.
“Maybe he’s an eccentric settler or prospector, living below
ground because of the thin atmosphere. There are a good number
of such types on Mars, but most live in the Asteroid Belt.”

Jack and Jill emerged from the shoulder packs. When the
hooded man saw Jack and Jill, he was greatly surprised and
uttered his first word: “Varlicep!”

“It is the ancient name of our people!” exclaimed Jill. The five
were shocked.

“How’d he know that?!” asked Steve, incredulously. “Even [/
didn’t know that!”

“Too much going on here,” said Mark. “My head is spinning,
and I’'m tired and hungry.” He wobbled a bit on his feet, and then
sat down and slumped over. Joe sat down too and put his head in
his hands.

The hooded man hurriedly brought them water in glasses and
then some food. He provided food and drink for the Titanians as
well as the humans. The food was a thick, soupy liquid served in
what looked like earthenware bowls. He spoke only a few words,
such as “water” and “food.” His voice was a rich but soft tenor,
almost flute-like.

“I don’t know what this is,’
mouth, “but it’s welcome.”

“I don’t think it’s tea,” observed Mark, lifting his own bowl.

“Doesn’t take much to bring your sense of humor back, does it
boys?” said Steve.

The hooded man remained uncommunicative, but he was a
good host. As they were eating he opened one of the many doors
that lined three of the walls of the great hall. From the room

)

said Joe, putting a bowl to his
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beyond, he brought out cots and blankets.

When they had finished eating he brought Mark, Joe, and
Steve to where he had set up the cots, and urged them to sleep.
He provided Jack and Jill with small pads for their comfort as
well. Then he dimmed the lights and departed through another
door.

“Don’t know what to make of him—or this place,” said Mark.

“Mining must be a good business,” suggested Joe.

“No mining operation I know of ever brought in enough to
keep a place like this running,” asserted Steve.

“I don’t think he’s a miner,” said Mark. “But he saved our
lives, and right now that’s enough. If he can get us started to
Eagle City first thing tomorrow, I’ll be satisfied.”

“I won’t be. I want to know more,” stated Joe.

Steve said, “I want to sleep. Time enough to learn more
tomorrow.”

Chapter 10: The Field of Snow

MARK opened his eyes. He didn’t move at first—just took in
what he could see in his field of vision. The light was soft and
pleasant, and emanated from no obvious source. He could see
plain tables, square and undecorated. They were made of
something that looked like wood, reinforced with rods of metal.
On top of the tables were various boxes, glassware, and control
panels. The panels showed a variety of small colored lights, as
well as dials, screens, and a few knobs.

He could hear nothing. If the blizzard was still blowing, he
wouldn’t know.

“I’ve got a headache,” he said quietly, to no one in particular.

“Me, too,” responded Joe, matter-of-factly. “I said we would.
It’s the carbon dioxide. No big deal. It’ll go away if we can
breathe a proper balance of oxygen.”

Steve sat up. “Where’s the tall guy?”

“Haven’t seen him yet,” answered Joe. “And I’ve been awake
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about half an hour.” He rolled back his blanket and stood up.
Mark also stood up, folded his blanket, and placed it on top of
the cot. He walked over to the nearest table and gazed at the
control panels.

“Lift me up, Mark,” said Jack, who was standing on the floor
next to the Starman. “I want to see these machines.”

“If any one of us can figure them out, you can, Jack,” Mark
said, placing the Titanian on the table in front of one of the
panels. “I can’t identify a thing here. Can’t even read any of the
writing. Must be in some kind of code.”

Jack took a quick look at the front of the panel, and then
squeezed behind the box to see if he could peer inside. It was
sealed. “Can’t see anything,” he said. “I don’t know what it
does.”

A door opened and their rescuer came in, still wearing his
hood. “Good morning,” said Mark, turning toward him. “Thank
you for bringing us here last night. You saved our lives.”

“Are you a miner?” Joe asked.

“No miner,” said the man, after a brief pause. Then he added,
“Sit. Food.” Steve, Mark, and Joe sat down, placing Jack and Jill
on the table top. The man went out of the room again and
returned in a moment with a tray. On the tray there were glasses
of water and plates with several items. Each had several bars that
looked like beef jerky and a few dark red globes that looked like
plums.

Steve picked up one of the bars and took a nibble. “Hmph!
Tastes like heavy bread, or something,” he said, and then took
another bite. The boys and the Titanians each tasted them.

“Not bad,” said Joe. “Glad we’ve got water, though, to wash it
down with.” He reached for the “plum” and smelled it. “Smells
sweet,” he announced and took a bite. “Ooh! It’s delicious!” he
said, his eyes alight. “It’s great!”

The others tasted theirs and agreed. “Terrific!” said Mark.
“Steve, what do you make of this? Have you seen these before?”

“Nope. But I sure hope this isn’t the last time I’ll see them!”
He took another large bite out of the fruit.
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Their host was sitting with them, receiving nourishment
through a straw-apparatus attached to his hood.

When they had finished eating, Mark looked toward the
hooded man, pointed to himself, and said, “Mark Seaton.” The
other four followed his example, and provided their names to the
hooded man. The man said, “Jogren.”

“We are going to Eagle City,” said Steve. “Can you help us get
there?”

“You go Eagle City. Yes,” said Jogren. “We go now.”

The Earthmen looked at each other and smiled.

“Good,” Mark said to Jogren. “We go now.”

Jogren went to a closet in the main room and brought out a
device like the one he had been wearing when he had rescued
them the night before. It was a box about six inches square and
three inches deep. There were clips on one face, and two slender
tubes about three feet long came out of it. He handed it to Mark
and went back to the closet for two more, and gave them to Steve
and Joe.

“This looks like an intake valve,” said Mark. “He was using
one last night for breathing. Seen anything like this before,
Steve?”

Jill answered, as she examined the unit that Joe had. “It is
breathing apparatus. Brings atmosphere in here,” she indicated
the intake valve, “compress it inside. Breathe through tubes.
Better than air tank. Never run out.”

“Ideal for a thin atmosphere like Mars’,” said Joe. “Wonder
where he got them.”

“SE’s been working on something like this for a while,” said
Mark. “I’ve seen the prototypes. They call it an NPAC—short for
Nuclear Powered Air Compressor.”

“Well, where did Jogren get one?” asked Steve. “You work for
Starlight Enterprise?”” he asked, turning to Jogren. Jogren did not
respond.

“I don’t like this!” Joe burst out. “We’re Starmen, and there
should be no secrets from us! Obviously this place is a big setup
of some kind and Jogren has equipment that is barely
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experimental even to SE. If SE had set up some place like this on
Mars we should have been told—especially considering our
mission!”

“There are a lot of questions about all this, but we can’t get
answers to them now,” said Mark. “We have to get to Eagle
City—the sooner the better. Let’s save the questions for later.”

“Hey! Look at this! What does this mean?” asked Joe. On the
bottom of his NPAC was a small design—a representation of a
planet with cloud cover and three small moons at the upper left,
set at the points of an equilateral triangle.

Mark looked where Joe was pointing, and then examined his
own NPAC. “There’s one on mine, too. Never saw it before.”

“Steve?” asked Joe.

“Yeah, I’ve got one too. Don’t remember ever seeing anything
like it either. Maybe it’s a manufacturer’s emblem or something.”

“With three moons?”

“Well, maybe it’s some kinda trademark.”

“Whatever it is, it’s not manufactured by SE. I hope it’s safe.
There’s nothing better than the equipment SE makes.”

From another closet Jogren brought out two compact packages
slightly larger and longer than a suitcase. He indicated that the
Earthmen were to put on their helmets and that Jack and Jill were
to get into the shoulder packs. All of them set their
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communicators to the same frequency, then they all went through
the airlock back outside.

The blizzard had stopped, and the sun was shining. It was
about an hour after sunrise. Behind them were the hills and
dunes through which they had traveled the previous night while
following Jogren. Before them was a huge plain covered with
SNOW.

“Beautiful,” observed Mark. He said it again. “Beautiful! Eons
ago this region was at the bottom of a sea; now look at it!” It was
sparkling in the new sunlight. The sun, though not as intense as
on Earth, was bright and nearly unshielded due to the thin
atmosphere. The crystal faceplates in the invasion team’s suits
automatically darkened slightly in the glare.

Jogren went to each team member and installed the NPAC.
The box was worn like a backpack and the tubes connected with
the normal entry ports the air tanks used. Jogren showed Joe how
to adjust the setting to get the proper mixture of oxygen. Joe then
adjusted the other NPACs.

Then Jogren opened one of the packages he had brought out.
Within moments he had assembled a small, two-seater vehicle
with sails and skis, with an adjustment that could allow wheels to
take the place of skis. The sail was rolled up at the bottom of a
crossbar just above head height when the passengers were
seated.

“It’s a land-sailer!” exclaimed Mark. “This is great! In this
wind we ought to cover the territory at a good clip!” He opened
the second package and began to assemble the second two-seater.
Jogren came over to help, but Mark waved him off. Their host
watched Mark work. When the second land-sailer was
completed, Jogren said “Good!” Mark indicated that Joe should
sit in the front seat. Steve took the back, and Mark sat behind
Jogren as he took the lead position in the first vehicle.

Jogren turned to Joe to make sure he was watching, and pulled
a switch that was connected to a bottle of some kind. There was
a hiss of air and the sail rapidly lifted up and caught the breeze.
In seconds, the first land-sailer was moving fast.
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Joe pulled the switch on the second land-sailer, and he and
Steve took off.

“Whoo-ee!” cried Steve. Jogren’s land-sailer was already way
ahead of them, and scooting rapidly across the snowfield. There
was nothing on the horizon—just an expanse of snow, extending
probably for miles. The sun was a little to the left of the direction
Jogren had set.

Jogren's land-sailer was already way ahead of them.

A day later, four men were sitting at a small table in a room
without windows hidden in the heart of the tower in Eagle City.

“What about the patrols, Mr. Zimbardo?” queried Troy
Putnam.

“No problems there, sir. The population is under complete
control. Nobody is allowed to move more than a block from
home, except for necessity. The men are patrolling in pairs day
and night, with larger patrols in the worst parts of the city. In the
most dangerous places, reconobots carry on a continuous
electronic surveillance. No problems. These people just don’t
have any backbone, and nobody to organize them into
resistance.”

The reconobots were squat, cylindrical boxes on casters that
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enabled them to move quickly and turn in place. They were
equipped with motion and infrared detectors, and were not
vulnerable to the usual hand weapons. The robots were drawn to
warm-blooded organisms with at least fifty pounds of mass, and
were armed with non-lethal weaponry. They were able to
produce a mild state of sedation by interfering with neural
connections, thereby preventing muscles from moving rapidly
and slowing down mental processes. The reconobots could be set
to general search and capture, but could also be selective by
direction or to an individual according to who was controlling
them; once locked on to their target, however, they would not
relinquish control until ordered to do so.

The robots could capture up to two tons of mass without
losing power, which could be roughly twenty full-grown men.
Therefore they could be used to neutralize fierce beasts or
capture human beings. Uncooperative human beings could be
put into a non-resistant, compliant mode. At full power they
could produce unconsciousness.

“Any sign of the Starman?”

“Not for two days, when he was spotted in the warehouse in
Sector KK.”

The leader of the pirates was silent for a moment, staring at
the table in front of him.

“We can’t take any risks,” he said at last. “We need all our
personnel to keep a tight lid on the city, but I’'m not comfortable
any more ignoring the signal from the pilot of that asteroid ship
that tried to land a few days ago. It’s been nagging at me.”

“Just one man in a waterless waste, sir!” responded one of
the advisors. “Surely he can’t be important! There haven’t been
any more signals since that first attempt.”

“That’s what bothers me, Mr. Tintau,” he said, facing the
man sitting opposite him. “If he really needed help, he wouldn’t
have stopped with just one signal!”

“He may have been injured in the parachute drop. The fall
was from the edge of space!”

“A few days ago maybe that wasn’t too important, but now
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the incident must be investigated. Find a crew and take one of
the small cruisers. Locate the wreckage and look for survivors.”

“But sir, even if he survived the fall, no one could last long
in the desert. It’s been righteously cold out there the past couple
of days and there are no settlements out that way. It’s the most
desolate stretch in this part of Mars.”

“I know, Mr. Tintau, but let’s not take a chance, no matter
how small. We still haven’t found the Starman, and that one man
has managed to cripple one critical element of our operation. |
don’t want any more surprises.”

“Yes, sir.” Within a half hour, he and a crew of five departed
in a small, armed personnel ship, to scour the Coloe Palus area of
the Martian landscape.

Shortly after the search ship disappeared over the western rim
of Eagle Crater, one of the technicians in the tower of what had
been the headquarters of Space Command brought a message to
the inner room where the pirate leader took counsel with his
chief advisors.

“A fleet of several hundred spacecraft has left the Earth-Moon
system, Captain, and is on a course for Mars.”

Putnam’s face drained. “What is their estimated time of
arrival?”

“They have an extraordinary acceleration, sir. At the rate
they’re moving, they’ll be in Martian airspace early on July 22.”

Putnam referred to his records. “We will have refined enough
fuel at that time to stock our ships almost to half capacity.” He
looked up at the ceiling and mused aloud. “That’s more than
we’ll need to engage them well above the atmosphere. If
necessary, one antimatter bomb can destroy the entire fleet.
When the Earth fleet is destroyed, we will be able to take our
forces to their home planet on our own time schedule without
any appreciable opposition. This move of theirs can work very
much in our favor.”

He turned to the technician and smiled. “Thank you, Mike. We
won’t be caught dead on the ground.”

“Very good, sir!”
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Chapter 11: The Mud Cave

BY THE END of the second day the temperature had warmed
noticeably and the snow had melted. There were only a few
patches of snow in slight depressions, and these were too small
and too slushy for travel by skis.

Jogren stopped the company about midday and adjusted the
land-sailers so that they traveled on tires. The tires were only a
foot in diameter, but were soft and wide and had a moderate
tread, capable of traveling swiftly on sand, dirt, or light snow.
The land-sailers could not move at quite the same speed they had
achieved on the snowfield, but the company still made rapid
progress.

As they sat in a circle over dinner Joe was filled with
optimism.

“We’ve come far in these past two days,” he said exultantly.
“I’ll know better when the stars come out and I can take some
measurements.” He had tried to find out from Jogren when they
could expect to reach Eagle City, but Jogren had only said,
“Soon. Very soon.”

The sun had not quite set when Jogren stopped them. He had
not explained why their travel was over for the day, although
there was still a little light. However, no one complained. Travel
by land-sailer was not easy, and there were plenty of sore
muscles. Steve in particular was groaning, and he ate walking
around.

Wisps of cloud were strung across the sky like streamers. As
the sun set, the clouds rapidly turned pink, then orange, then
deep red, and finally a fiery purple. All at once the land was
dark, and the clouds were white again, framing a vision of the
stars. Phobos had just set and would not be up again for about
five hours, and Deimos was on the opposite side of the planet.
Joe took out his equipment to take measurements.

“Hmmm. Can’t see too many stars here with all the clouds,
but I think I can see enough of them to get a fix on our position
relative to Eagle City.”
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“What is that?” exclaimed Mark suddenly. Joe and Steve
turned to him, and then followed the line of sight where he was
pointing.

Out in front of them it looked as if the terrain were glowing.
Beginning about half a mile out and continuing as far as they
could see, weak fluorescence spotted the land. It was a cold,
solemn, pale green light, making no particular pattern. As they
watched, portions of it faded out and others faded in. Like
eldritch fire, the glow covered the land in front of them.

“Steve! What is it?” called out Joe.

“Beats me, boys! Jogren, what is it?”” Jogren was unmoved.
He seemed to be searching for a word, but couldn’t find one. He
picked up a rock, covered it with his hand and uncovered it
again, and then held it up for inspection. Then he covered and
uncovered it again.

“What’s he trying to say?” asked Joe.

“I’m going to go take a look. It’s not far,” said Mark.

“I’ll come with you.”

“Take us with you,” asked Jack. The Starmen picked up the
Titanians and began to walk toward the phenomenon.

Within a few moments, they had reached the edge of the
glowing field.

“It’s a kind of lichen—Iluminous,” said Joe as he stooped
down to prod the source of the glow with his finger.

“Odd. Very odd. The light doesn’t quite come into focus,
even up close,” observed Mark. “It’s like soft fire. And it fades in
and out. Look, that one over there is fading, but the one next to it
is getting brighter. Doesn’t seem to be any pattern to it.”

Jack and Jill were examining the lichens together and
chattering in their own language.

“The stuff is alive. It’s bioluminous. Wonder what makes
them flash on and off.”

“Maybe they’re communicating,” said Mark.

“Plants can’t talk!” retorted Joe.

“This is Mars, Joe. Who knows what plants can and can’t
do? Even on Earth we know that plants respond to voices and
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other sounds. And really, even though human beings have lived
here for over a century, we don’t know much about the planet.
Most of it has never been explored.”

“Well, it sure is eerie, isn’t it? Acres of these odd plants
glowing on and off, in some sort of weird rhythm, gently
pulsing. What a scene!”

The next morning the team set off just as the sun was
breaking over the horizon. The lichen field appeared completely
normal by daylight. It extended for several miles. Hares and
small kangaroos, imported from Earth several generations
earlier, had made the lichen field their home. The boys caught
sight of them occasionally as the land-sailers made progress
through the expanse.

“Hey, Mark! There’re your Martian gophers,” shouted Joe.
“‘Classified as Aresius gopherius diminutivus, if 1 remember
correctly.””

“I’ll bet those creatures feed on that lichen,” responded his
partner. “Wonder if they glow in the dark!”

Mark dropped his jaw, breathed a silent, “Wow!” and then
just stared. A huge opening had appeared before the travelers,
shaped with graceful curves, swirling sharply off to the right
with an entrance at ground level about eight feet across,
widening at the middle, and then narrowing into closure at the
top about forty feet above them.

The team had been traveling less than half an hour when
Jogren brought them to the cave entrance. The vast dry seabed
they had crossed, beginning in snow and ending in lichen, was
behind them. A palisade of hard, dried mud rose from the plain
and extended on both sides in front of them for several miles.
Jogren had brought them directly on a bee-line to the entrance of
the cave.
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“It’s a mud cave,” Steve informed the others. “I’ve heard of
these, but never seen one. Some of the settlers from the far-flung
parts of the area used to talk of these things when they came into
Eagle City. Like a lot o’ things in creation they’re beautiful, but
they’re also dangerous.”

A huge opening had appeared before the travelers.

“I can see they’re beautiful. Why dangerous?” asked Joe.

“Cave-ins. The ground is not solid. But the caves’re worth
the risk. Cave-ins are rare, and the caves make travel easy
through difficult territory. Without this cave, we’d have a hard
time getting over the palisade. We should be okay.”

“Looks as if they’re made by water,” observed Mark.

“Well, obviously,” said Joe. He and Jogren had finished
wrapping up the land-sailers into portable packages, and the
company moved into the shadows of the entrance. The sun was
still on the far side of the palisade, and the cave mouth was dim.
After they had entered and their eyes had become accustomed to
the dimness, Mark spoke up.

“Look at the layers of sediment here. This was the bottom of a
sea a long time ago.” He pointed to the walls of the cave where
there were subtle gradations of chalk, tan, ochre, brown, sienna,
and loam shades in the light of the distant opening.
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The dry climate of Mars kept the earth hard, but the
occasional heavy rain created rapid floods that shot through
washes and narrow defiles. There were many caves in the
palisade, winding, overhung, patterned, and excoriated with
signs of urgent water flow, yet dusty and (in places) crumbly to
the touch. Only the one cave was large and accessible.

Most were not really caves, since they were open to the sky
and illuminated with shafts of light, yet there were places where
the overhang was severe, creating places of dim shadows. The
mud caves were dusty, waterless places except in the times of
flood, when surging waters whirled through the defiles, eroding
the sides and carving out smooth, curved places under the mud
cliffs.

No part of the path was straight for more than twenty or thirty
feet; it was bewilderingly circuitous, yet led inexorably to the
southeast, toward the plain before the Martian Sea. Eagle Crater
lay beyond the sea.

Steve said, “Doesn’t rain in the desert too often, but I’1l bet it
usually falls hard when it comes. The water gushes swiftly and
finds the path of least resistance. The hard-packed earth of the
palisade, baked for millennia in the sun, is easy to carve, lots
easier than stone. Over the decades since terraformation began
and water was released back into the ecosystem, hard rain has
shaped the palisade and produced many caves.”

The company had been hiking for about two hours when
Jogren called a halt for a meal and a time of rest. Though there
were passages where they walked through a true tunnel, most of
the time they were trekking through an extremely narrow
canyon. The opening to the sky was narrower than the level on
which they were walking, and was rarely straight overhead.

They set down their packs and tried to find a spot to stretch
out. Wan sunlight slanted in from above like a sunbeam through
an attic window. Jack and Jill jumped to the earth and began to
explore.

The lonely beauty around them was profoundly impressive.
The water had carved the passages with perfectly natural curves
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and swirls. The Starmen had never seen anything like the mud
caves. They could only be produced on a dry planet, sun-baked
for millennia, which suddenly began to experience heavy rains
repeatedly for the first time in centuries.

“Steve’s right,” said Mark. “This place is not completely
safe.” He pointed to huge chunks of wall and overhang that had
fallen to the path. “I wouldn’t want to be under one of those
slabs when it fell.”

“I wonder what’s in here,” mused Joe, peeking into a small
crevice that turned off the main path of the major mud cave. It
had a narrow opening, into which he could barely squeeze. He
put on his light, and pressed past the twisted edges into deep
darkness. In this cave, there was no opening above through
which illumination could enter. Joe had gone only a few feet
when he went out of sight behind a turn. His light left a wavering
pattern on the gray wall of the passage, and then disappeared
altogether.

Jogren noticed that Joe had disappeared, and cried out, “Joe!
No!”

“Come back, Joe! Jogren says to come out,” added Mark,
with alarm in his voice.

“Okay, okay,” said Joe, coming out backwards since there
was no room to turn around. Jogren grabbed Joe and pulled him
back into the middle of the group.

“I wish you could talk more, Jogren,” said Joe. “I’d like to
know more about this place. Can’t be that dangerous. These
caves are really exits for rainwater. None of the caves can have a
dead end.”

“That, however, is no guarantee that you’ll be able to get
through ’em safely,” said Steve. “We need to trust Jogren here.
He lives here. He knows the caves.”

Jack and Jill returned. They all packed up and continued the
journey through the cave.

“I’'m still curious,” said Joe. “I’'m bothered. It won’t leave
me alone: who is Jogren? Why doesn’t he speak?”’

“He’s no prospector,” said Mark. “There is no record of any
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prospector living out this far from the cities.”

“Since when do prospectors tell people where they are
living?” said Steve. “They do their best to conceal that
information.”

“Steve, ¢’mon. You know he’s no prospector.”

“Maybe he’s one of the Wind People.”

“The Wind People? I thought they were pretty well extinct, or
assimilated into the settlements,” said Joe.

Steve looked intent for a moment. “Most of them were,” he
said, “but maybe not all. They go back a few generations. When
the pioneers returned to Earth a little more’n a hundred years ago
in the early years of the Collapse, two or three thousand people
stayed here—maybe more. Many stayed in Eagle City; they’re
the ones who kept the knowledge of the tunnels alive, but when
people began to return to Mars a couple o’ generations later they
kept the tunnels secret.”

Mark and Joe listened intently. They knew about the tunnels,
but the story of the Wind People never failed to fascinate. Never
before had a people changed so radically in so short a period of
history.

“From the first years of the Collapse, though, a good number
of ’em left the city and went out into the desert to start fresh.
They became known as the Wind People. Whether they could
survive on Mars or not was a matter up for grabs, but they had
become disgusted with society and didn’t want to return to a
planet on the verge of possible extinction. They renounced Earth,
learned to live alone, and came to prefer it. They stayed on Mars
to eke out a living, taking the risk that they could make it without
regular shipments from Earth. Many died, but not all.”

“Are you saying that Jogren is one of them?”

“Well, maybe he’s descended from them. Not having
dependable energy sources or supplies from Earth, they adapted
and used what the land provided. They used the desert winds for
transportation and energy. They learned how to use gliders and
even dirigibles to travel on the constant winds of Mars. Even
some of the newer settlers use ’em now. The Wind People made
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land-sailers and windmills. When people from Earth re-
established contact with them, the Wind People had developed a
culture far ahead of what anyone could o’ guessed after the short
period of time since contact had been lost. And they had become
aloof from other Earthmen.

“An interesting fact was how the Wind People had adopted
some unusual philosophies and taken on some changes in
language. Who knows how that stuff happened? Their founders
were Kevin and Colin Teagarden, twin brothers who established
the first settlement that lasted. The brothers weren’t particularly
charismatic leaders who led the people into new teachings, so the
values and beliefs that emerged so quickly had to have come
from another source. Whatever happened, the Wind People
became very different.”

“Sounds as if nobody really knows much about them,” said
Mark.

About a mile farther, Jogren stopped and pointed to another
small crevice.

“Look,” he said, and gestured to Joe. Joe looked around at
the others, and then took out his light, turned it on, and went in.
The others followed as Jogren entered the aperture after Joe. The
cave was closed to the sky, but widened a little once they got
past the first few feet. It wound into the side of the palisade
about sixty feet, and then opened into a large round room with a
smooth level floor, about fifteen feet in diameter. The room went
up about twenty or thirty feet, where there was a wide opening
on one side. They couldn’t see sky through it, but light came
through dimly.

For a moment, they were awed by the unique setting. Then
Mark said, “Boy, when it rains, there must be a raging waterfall
inside this mound!”

A distant sound came from outside, at first resembling a
whisper but quickly building up to a roar.

“A ship!” cried Mark.

“It can’t be friendly!” said Steve. “We’re enemies or
strangers to almost everybody on this planet—’specially any
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space lizard who’s got access to a ship!”

“Enemy,” said Jogren.

“Looking for us,” added Joe grimly. “They decided to send
out a search ship after all.”

In seconds, the roar subsided into the distance as the search
ship passed overhead into the west. For some time the members
of the expedition stayed in place, only turning their heads and
looking at one another with tense expressions. When the silence
had been complete for several minutes, Jogren said, “We go
now.”

The walkers returned to the main passage in the mud cave
and set out again on their serpentine way through the mud
palisade, wending ever eastward.

As the sun reached a point nearly directly overhead, the
party arrived at a rare open space. They greeted it with relief,
since they had been squeezing through one tight space after
another, with many spots where they had to climb over
crumbling overhangs or descend into pits like ravenous throats.
All four were covered with the fine dust of the mud caves.

“At last! Open sunlight!” exclaimed Joe as he burst into the
small valley after Jogren. It was a bowl about fifty feet across,
with the walls of the palisade rising up in every direction at a
steep angle. Opposite the narrow slit from which they had
emerged was another opening, much wider than the one they had
left.

“This must become a small lake when it rains,” said Mark,
gazing about appreciatively. Two or three small bushes struggled
out of the packed earth.

“Let’s eat!” begged Steve. “That search rocket went off west,
so we oughta be safe enough in this hole for an hour or so. The
sky’s a welcome sight after these hours of tottering through this
dried mud labyrinth. My stomach’s pretty shrunk up with all this
expenditure of energy we’ve been doin’.”

Joe eyed Steve critically, and then observed worriedly, “Yup,
you’ve become a little narrow around the equator. I was anxious
that you might have gotten corked in those passages we just quit,
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but I can see now that I needn’t have agonized over your safety.”

Steve, looking through his supplies for his lunch, was too
occupied to offer a rejoinder. Mark inflated the tent and they all
entered it. Once it was sealed, Mark removed his helmet and
rubbed his face.

“Ahhh. Feels good,” he sighed.

“Provender,” said Steve in a business-like fashion. “Let’s get
the edibles out.”

Suddenly Jogren stiffened. A second later, they all heard it—
the distant drone of a ship, coming in fast from the west.

“We’re sitting ducks!” shouted Steve. They all scrambled to
replace their helmets. The drone became louder.

“All helmets on?” asked Mark tensely.

“Go, go!” urged Joe. Mark withdrew the air into the storage
tanks. Everyone ran from the tent and Mark deflated it. The ship
passed overhead and was quickly past them, but the Starmen and
their companions heard the sudden shift in the sound of its drive.

“Leave the tent,” cried Joe.

“Can’t,” said Mark. “If they see it, they’ll know someone
was here!” He didn’t bother to pack it, but simply scooped it up
and ran for the defile on the far side of the bowl. The search ship
returned to the opening in the palisade and began to circle before
Mark could reach the entrance to the cave. A powerful laser
beam churned the ground just at his heels as he scrambled for the
shelter of the passage where the others had already taken refuge.

A thick cloud of choking dust filled the bowl. Even through
their filters, the humans could perceive the acrid smell of burned
air.

“Mark!” cried Joe, looking back toward the spot that,
seconds earlier, had been such a placid site.

The big Starman’s bulk loomed up through the swirling veil.
“I’'m okay,” he said. “Move it, move it, keep going!” All of them
heard the ship circling again.

Jogren led them a rapid pace, with Steve not far behind him,
hastening through the meandering passage. Joe was next, with
Mark taking up the rear, still clutching the loose folds of the tent
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in his hands.

“If they’re smart, they’ll drop a few small bombs,” panted
Joe.

“Good idea!” shot Steve through his gasps for breath. “If
they don’t think of it themselves, maybe you can find their
frequency and make the sugges—"

At that moment, the palisade shuddered under a detonation,
followed quickly by two others. The floor of the passage
dropped, and everyone was knocked off his feet. The walls shook
and began to crumble.

Chapter 12: Heartfelt Hospitality

DAVID CAME INTO THE ROOM and stopped short, surprised at the
crowd and the meal that was spread out. He’d been invited by
Marjie Prester, one of the Tunnel People, to come in to dinner.
When he’d arrived, the entire company of Tunnel People was
standing around and grinning. Before them lay a spread that
reminded David of Thanksgiving Day back in Amundsen City.

He was in the great hall, not far from the intersection of
several tunnels. It was the gathering place and central area for
those who lived in the tunnels. Usually there were a dozen or so
tables set up separately, and people came and went as they
needed. Now all the tables had been pushed together to form two
long lines with chairs on both sides.

“This is amazing!” he said. “How did you ever put this
together?”

“Well, Starman, it’s not often we get honored guests like
yourself,” answered Stavri Thalassa, who was the unofficial
leader of the enclave. He was a somewhat stooped man in his
fifties with slightly sunken cheeks, thinning black hair flecked
with gray, and age marks on his hands. The twinkle in his eye
and wry smile contradicted the impression that he was a
burdened man. He went on. “And there are too few occasions
where we get to celebrate down here in these tunnels. We’ve
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managed to put a few things together here and there, and our
friends on the surface were in on the preparations. They
contributed some of the staples you see here.”

There were bowls of apples, unleavened bread baked hard
almost like crackers, fresh greens, steaming yams, mixed beans,
slabs of white and yellow cheese, sliced light and dark meats,
mashed potatoes, sparkling water, even red wine. The best
stoneware dishes had been brought out and the places were set
with real metal forks and knives rather than the usual plastic.
Candles had been placed strategically on the tables and cast a
homey glow over the scene.

The Starman was overcome with emotion at the kindness he
had received from these outcast people. His eyes teared up at the
unconditional acceptance and respect he had received in the
tunnels under Eagle City. There was enormous but humble
strength in the people who had to make their home in the
tunnels.

For the first day after his arrival he had mostly slept, dimly
aware of the soft ministrations of Marjie and her tall, gentle
husband Richard. They had brought him strongly seasoned
applesauce, tea, and unleavened bread. Marjie had bathed his
wound and changed the dressings, and then let him sleep.

The second day he learned a little about the Tunnel People.
Donal McTaggart had said that, on the surface, they were either
“not welcome or not safe”. Each had a different story. Some
were debtors to dishonest businessmen, who had no scruples
about cheating the naive out of their possessions. Others were
just eccentric and couldn’t function well in society.

Still others were handicapped in some way—one-time
engineers for small exploratory firms who had been injured,
could no longer work, and had no place else to go. Others were
highly skilled in professions that were no longer valued or
needed. A few had run afoul of the law for some minor but
complicated infraction. Their offenses now mounted up on the
books with an enormous fine beyond their ability to pay, or a jail
term far in excess of any reasonable span.
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The Tunnel People numbered a little more than fifty. Most of
them were men. Over several years they had built a functioning
society below the crater floor and had explored the tunnels for
long distances in several directions. They lived on the generosity
of friends on the west side of Eagle City. In exchange for their
livelihood they performed several services. Providing hiding
places was one of them. Giving good advice was another, for
there were a few among them with the gift of insight and
wisdom—as is often the case with the alienates of society.

David Foster was now welcomed as one of them.

“Sit down, Starman,” said Stavri Thalassa, with a generous
sweep of his hand. Once he had taken his seat in the great hall,
the others sat down. David looked around him at his new friends.
It had been three days since Donal had brought him to the Tunnel
People. He had eaten and rested, and now he felt thoroughly
refreshed. Tomorrow it would be time to decide what to do next.

Stavri said a word of thanks, and the people began to pass the
serving dishes. Conversation began at several places all at once.

Across from David was Uneven Stephen, a stone carver. He
had been a frequent visitor to David, once he had recovered his
strength, and the two had quickly become good friends.

Stephen, a powerful man in his early sixties, had once earned
his living by carving the great stones quarried elsewhere on Mars
and brought into Eagle Crater to rebuild the city. In the early
years of his life he had created masterpieces throughout the
settlement. He had always been in demand, as builders had
wanted him to depict scenes from Earth on the doorways of their
homes, front panels of public buildings, and capitals of the
columns of the great edifices. He carved images of forests, wild
animals like lions and bears, and famous Earth landmarks to
delight the homesick hearts of the immigrants to Mars.

The next generation, most of them born and raised on Mars,
was far more utilitarian, and his projects became fewer and
fewer until he could no longer support himself by his work.
Unable or unwilling to learn another trade, and somewhat
resentful that the prominent people in Eagle City had come to
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consider his work impractical, he had gone in a fit of depression
to the Lizard’s Watering Hole. After becoming a regular, he had
learned about the Tunnel People and had decided on the spot to
join them.

He was called Uneven Stephen because his stone carving had
developed the muscles of his right arm noticeably more than his
left. He wielded the hammer with formidable power, and with it
achieved miracles of beauty in the stone of Mars. Now he
worked in the tunnels, keeping his art alive. On great blocks laid
down eons before when the tunnels had been built by their
unknown designers, Uneven Stephen was producing works that
excelled anything he had ever done on the surface. His audience
of outcasts and their few visitors numbered fewer than a hundred
people, but they were privy to the most magnificent beauty in
stone that their planet could boast.

Marjie leaned across the table and addressed David. “Isn’t it
ironic, Starman, that we who were the people least free in Eagle
City are now the only ones not under the control of the pirates?”
She chuckled, and Uneven Stephen guffawed.

“You’re right, Marjie!” Stephen boomed. “But I think we’ve
always been the freest people on Mars! What about these pirates,
now, Zip? What’re we goin’ to do?”

Zip informed those nearest him, a group that included the
Presters, Stephen, and Stavri Thalassa, that he had sent a
message to Earth but had no idea whether it had even been
received. He told them also that he had destroyed the supply
depot that was the source of the pirates’ fuel. His listeners yelled
with delight when he told that story! Conversation began to die
down elsewhere among the feasters, and everyone in the great
hall paid close attention to what Zip was saying.

He gave a brief rundown of Earth’s strengths and weaknesses
in its ability to meet the crisis that the pirates had created, but
added that he was unable to have any further contact with Earth.

When he had finished speaking, Stephen responded, “Well,
maybe the best we can do is some kind of guerrilla warfare. It
probably can do little more than make the pirates nervous and be



119

very irritating, but I’d take pleasure in it!”

“We can’t win this war by ourselves, but we’ll do our part,”
agreed Stavri. “We’re none of us very bright, we don’t have
much firepower, and our computers are old. But we have the
tunnels and we know how to stay hidden.”

David thought for a moment. Then he said, “My friends, I
am more grateful to you than I can express. Your loyalty to Mars
is more than it deserves. You’re right. We can’t take back control
of Eagle City and throw the pirates out, but we can show them
that they can’t just drop in and take over without a fight.”

“And a fight they’ll get!” affirmed Uneven Stephen.

“We don’t want to use the tunnels too much, though,” said
Zip, “or we risk being discovered and having your entire culture
taken.”

“You’re right, David, of course,” said Stavri, “but if we do
nothing, it’s only a matter of time until we’re taken anyway. And
we’ve got plenty of people up top doing nothing already.”

Back in Amundsen City, Dr. Keith Seaton and his wife
Barbara stepped out onto the observation deck of their home.
The sky was a warm black, the star-field stretching above them
in a glittering canopy.

“I'm uneasy,” said Barbara. “We ought to have heard
something from Mark by now.”

Keith didn’t answer for a moment. “Maybe,” he said,
“although there are plenty of good reasons why he hasn’t
communicated with us or anyone at Starlight or Space
Command. Still...” His lips tightened a little bit. He was
thinking that their son’s first assignment was far more critical
than most Starmen received in an entire lifetime. In this grave
and unprecedented situation, he and his partners /ad to succeed!

He gazed out at the dazzling crystal and metal latticework of
the city, musing on how Thomas Starlight’s foresight nearly a
full lifetime before had assured that Amundsen City would
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become a majestic metropolis and not merely a utilitarian
settlement, no matter how large. What had begun as a Starlight
mining operation for lunar helium-3, built at the south pole
because of the abundant presence of ice in perpetual shadow, had
grown into a sight that drew hundreds of thousands of visitors
each year. The ice, brought by comets, had accumulated over
eons of impacts to provide sufficient water for the largest city in
civilization.

Keith Seaton nodded. Thomas Starlight’s genius had also
created the Starmen. It was hard to think of civilization now
without Starmen. Humanity had come to depend on them—now,
perhaps, more than ever before.

Captain Troy Putnam stared at the reports that had come to
him from several sources within the past few hours.

One report informed him that such ships as they could raise
would be ready to meet the incoming Earth fleet on time. The
remaining fuel had been allotted to the ships so that each would
have enough for two or three hours of flying time, from liftoff to
safe descent. That would give them about an hour—certainly no
more than that—for battle.

A pretty narrow window, thought Putnam, tightening his lips.
Well, it’ll have to do.

There was another report, this one from Mr. Tintau, reporting
that the search ship had spotted a man wandering in the mud
caves. If he were the asteroid miner who’d parachuted from that
old ship they’d shot down five days earlier, he had traveled a
considerable distance in a short time. He had fled from
observation, so the ship had dropped three bombs that collapsed
the caves in an area about fifty yards across, where the fugitive
had last been seen. The ship would remain on patrol in the
general area for a day or two unless the Captain wanted to order
them back to the base.

Putnam sent a response: “Tell Mr. Tintau to continue his patrol
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for two more days. If he finds no other signs of unauthorized
personnel in the desert, he may consider his assignment
completed and return to base.”

A third report indicated that the authorities on Earth had sent
another communication and that, as the Captain had ordered,
strict silence had been maintained. The report asked whether the
“no response” policy was to be continued.

Putnam answered, “Maintain current policy. There will be no
communication with the authorities of Earth until I give the
word.”

Chapter 13: The Mining Colony

STARMAN MARK SEATON, last in line, was in a narrow defile
when the bombs detonated. There was only a foot or two of
space between the sides of the passage. Overhead, great blocks
of mud separated from the wall, collided, and then froze in place
as the rumble continued. Beneath, Mark was safe from the
collapse of the unstable passage.

“Joe!” he called. “Steve! Jack! Jill! Jogren! Anyone!”

“Mark,” came Joe’s feeble voice. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’'m free! Where are you?”

“Back on the Moon, planting a row of peas in my garden.
Where do you think I am? I’'m holding onto Steve’s ankle and
we’re covered in dust and dirt and chunks of hard mud, each
about the size, I think, of a fusion engine.”

“Steve?”

“I’m okay, and just as hungry as I was before.”

Jack and Jill and Jogren checked in too.

“There can’t be too much debris over you or you wouldn’t be
able to breathe,” said Mark. “The dust is clearing and I can see
now. I’ll dig you out.”

He emerged from the open space underneath the great blocks
that had protected him and began to crawl over the pile of rubble
in front of him.”
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“Ooof!” said Joe. “You just stepped on me. I could feel your
weight. Start digging.” Mark pulled aside chunks of dried mud
and scraped away pebbles and dust from the pile below him.
Before long he exposed Joe’s shoulder. Ten minutes later Joe
stood beside him. They clasped hands and smiled.

Within half an hour, the other two had been dug out of the
rubble. Equipment checks showed no damage to the nearly
impervious spacesuits.

“We go now,” said Jogren.

By late afternoon, the mud cave had steadily widened and the
palisade become lower until the group found itself in high
rounded foothills. Even these softened until the party was
walking single file through rolling hills covered with light
vegetation and small trees. The terrain was too rough for the
land-sailers. Before them, however, the land appeared to level
out. Tomorrow, perhaps, they could re-assemble the wind-
powered vehicles and pick up the pace again.

There was no sign of the ship that had attacked them, but they
remained sharply vigilant.

The wind is not predictable or steady on the desert, thought
Joe. Often it was strong and constant enough to keep the land-
sailers going at a good clip, but at some times there would be
gusts from out of the north, and at others the wind would die
down almost to nothing.

The sand was smooth, but also dotted with rocks and pebbles.
Joe had to keep his mind on steering constantly. The strain was
wearing. Jogren in the other land-sailer wasn’t showing any
signs of stress at all. The other vehicle was, as always, a little
ahead.

“I wonder where that ship went,” mused Steve. He kept
looking behind them, watching for it to appear out of the west.
“We don’t have any choice but to keep going, but on this desert
we may as well be shooting up flares to show ’em where we
are.” He shared his concerns with the others.
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“At least the wind obliterates our tracks,” shouted Mark from
the other land-sailer.

They were sailing into the sun, just a couple of hours after
sunrise. Thin, wispy clouds made a ribbed pattern above the
horizon, and they glowed with golden fervor as the sun rose
above them.

“We’ve been traveling a week since we dropped out of the sky
to this vacation spot,” put in Steve. “If we can find a way to get
across the Martian Sea we could be at Eagle Crater tomorrow
night.”

“Good,” said Joe.

“Can’t wait,” said Mark at the same time. But he felt a twinge
of nervousness as he said it. Tomorrow night they could be alone
in the enemy’s stronghold—five against...how many? Several
hundred, probably.

Twice the wind dropped almost to nothing and they had to
stop, fold up the land-sailers, and walk. Fortunately these pauses
were brief, but while they lasted they gave the members of the
invasion team an opportunity to stretch and ease painful muscles
in their legs, backs, and rear ends. Except for the trek through the
cave they had been sitting a lot during the preceding few days
but still had to work their muscles to keep from losing their
balance or falling out of the land-sailer.

By mid-afternoon they crested a gradual rise, and then the
land began to drop in a very gentle, barely-noticeable slope.
Before them they saw the western shore of the Martian Sea about
a mile away. Jogren braked his land-sailer, and Joe pulled in next
to him. Everyone got out. Wordlessly they gazed at the sea,
stretching to the far horizon.

After a moment or two, Jogren lifted a hand and pointed.

“People,” he said. The others squinted, seeing only a pile of
large rocks on the shore of the sea. The rocks marked the end of
a ridge that rose gradually from the south out of the plain of the
sea, like a ripple in a carelessly thrown blanket.

“What? Where?” asked Mark.

“People,” repeated Jogren. He began to fold up one of the
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land-sailers.

“He’s leaving us,” said Joe. “I think we’re on our own from
here on.”

“To be expected,” explained Steve. “These desert people
don’t want any more contact with civilization than they can get
by with. We’ll get some help down there, sure, or he wouldn’t
leave us here. He’s saved our lives and gotten us across more
than 200 miles of wasteland. I’m satisfied.”

“Satisfied? I’ll say we are!” exclaimed Mark. He turned to
Jogren, where Joe was helping him load the packaged land-sailer
into the back seat of Jogren’s vehicle.

“Thank you, Jogren. We all thank you,” he said, and
extended his hand. Jogren hesitated, as if he didn’t know what to
do. Then, almost mechanically he extended his hand as well.
Mark took it and pressed it warmly with a brief, heartfelt shake.
Joe and Steve followed suit.

Jack and Jill expressed their thanks from the Starmen’s
shoulder packs.

“Ah! Varlicep!” breathed Jogren. “Good.” He pointed again
at the rocks and the end of the ridge, and said a third time,
“People.” Then he added, “Go.” He turned, mounted the land-
sailer, and began to move slowly across the desert toward the
northwest, tacking across the reddish sand.

“0dd fellow,” said Joe. “I’d like to know more about him.”

“I doubt we’ll ever see him again,” suggested Mark, “but
I’m sure grateful to him. Now we’ve got to press on to Eagle
Crater. We’re not out of this by a long shot.”

“Hmph,” snorted Steve. “We’re not even in it yet. Let’s go.”

Ten minutes later they approached the end of the ridge. What
had seemed like rocks from their first vantage point turned out to
be large boulders, emerging like broken bones from a wrinkled
land. The desert they had just crossed came to an end here, with
the sea before them and low ridges multiplying toward the south.
Scrub brush covered most of the area in the vicinity of the
boulders and small trees grew on the ridges, in some places
becoming groves or small woods.
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No one had said anything since they had begun walking, but
as Joe entered the first shadowed valley where the boulders
began he said, “Jogren said there were people here. I sure don’t
see any sign of them.”

“How about that?” said Mark. Nestled in a dark alcove was
the outer door of an airlock. Great walls of weathered stone
made a natural entry to the airlock, restricting entry to a narrow
passageway and making the door invisible unless one stood right
in front of it.

“That’ll do,” said Joe. He walked up to the airlock. It was
made of thick, dark glass with a metal frame that looked like
aluminum. He couldn’t see through it. He tapped on it, but got no
response. The others came around him and he pulled out his light
and shone it into the door. It only reflected back, revealing
nothing of what lay beyond it.

“There’s gotta be a switch outside, some way to open it,”
said Steve, looking around, but there was nothing obvious.

“Give us chance,” said Jill. “We find it.”

“Your specialty,” said Joe, and took his shoulder pack down.
Jill jumped out. Jack joined her. Jack checked the joint at the
doorframe, while Jill investigated the area near the place where
the frame was molded to the rock..

“Here,” she said after a moment. There was a recessed place
on the left side, barely discernible in the frame near the base of
the door. “Press, Joe.”

Joe pressed the spot, and the door lit up, as if a light had
been turned on from the interior of the airlock.

“We could open, but better to wait,” said Jill.

“Right,” said Steve.

A moment later the glass cleared, and they could see three
men on the other side. They carried weapons, but did not wield
them in a threatening manner.

“Who are you?” asked one of them through an intercom. He
was a short, stocky man, very solidly built with a thick black
beard and short wavy hair.

Mark spoke up. “Crash landed. Lost our way in the desert.
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Almost out of food and water. Can you help us?”

“Are you from Eagle City?” asked the beard.

“No. We were trying to land, but didn’t make it.”

“What’s happened in Eagle City? We haven’t heard anything
from them for over a week.”

Mark decided to take a chance. “It’s been taken over by
pirates. We’re Starmen, sent from Earth to prepare the city for an
invasion force. We need your help.”

After a quick glance at his two companions, the man with
the beard opened the airlock and invited them in. When the inner
door had been closed the invasion team put their helmets and
NPACs in the suit racks. The man looked curiously at the
NPACs, and then with amazement at the Titanians.

“You’ve got a story to tell,” he said. “Come with me,” and he
turned and led the company down a well-lit, rock-hewn passage.

Some time later, the Starmen and Steve had finished telling
their story. They were sitting in sofas arranged in a lounge. They
had been served some modest food in small portions. Glasses of
clear water were in front of each, with small servings for Jack
and Jill. The Titanians sat on the table top in front of the
Starmen.

The room was comfortably but very plainly arranged, with
furnishings that clearly had a lot of history to them. There were
books in plenty, two or three computer terminals, a lot of storage
space, and shelves full of box games. Several doors led out of the
lounge. A double door led into a kitchen, and others led into
living quarters, workshops, and hydroponic gardens.

Around them were seated about a dozen men and two
women. The man who had first greeted them had introduced
himself as Mickey Jones. He had explained that he was the
leader of a small mining company that took ore from the
southern ridge. The colony lived simply, disdaining many of the
comforts of the larger settlements. Joe had to admit to himself
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that there was something attractive about their way of life.

“Well, that explains a lot,” Mickey said. “When we lost
contact with Eagle City, we were irritated at first. Every once in
a while something goes wrong and we can’t talk to them for
maybe a few hours. But when it stretched into a couple of days
this time, we were really puzzled. Longer than that, and frankly
we were worried. We’ve only got supplies for about another
month, and it was getting close to the time when we set sail for
the Crater to replenish our stores. We only go about once a year,
when we have to, and we don’t like to be gone from here for too
long.”

“We get set in our ways,” said Linda, one of the two women
in the colony, “and it doesn’t take much to upset our routine.
We’re rationing now. Maybe we don’t have to, but we live on the
edge out here. We’ve learned not to take any chances.”

“What you’ve told us is not too encouraging,” said Mole,
another of the men. “But at least we know what’s going on now.”

“And that something’s being done about it,” added Mickey.
“We’ll help you. We’ll supply you a large kayak. It’s how we get
to Eagle City. You can make it in one long day’s journey. Start
tomorrow before sunrise and you’ll get to the Crater some time
after dark.”

“Thank you, friends. Jogren steered us to the right place,”
said Mark, taking a swallow from the water.

“Never heard of this Jogren fellow,” said Mickey, his brow
wrinkled in puzzlement. “Don’t know how he knew about us.
Don’t mind saying that your account of him mystifies me.”

“Mystifies us, too—especially me!” chimed in Joe.

“But he got us here in plenty good time,” said Steve, “and
plenty direct too. And he’s obviously on our side. There are lots
o’ mysterious people out there in the wastelands, and I've
learned not to ask too many questions. I’'m not even very curious
any more.”
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“It’s 4:00 a.m.,” announced Mark unnecessarily. The alarm
had gone off, its soothing sounds gently bringing the sleepers to
a state of comfortable wakefulness. They had agreed the night
before that they would wake while it was still dark and so be on
their way before sunrise. Crossing the sea was a journey of about
seventeen hours if they had dependable, favorable winds for
most of the journey. They had packed after the evening meal, so
there was little to do now but set out.

Moments later Mark, Joe, and Steve, with Jack and Jill, were
assembled on the shore. Mickey and a couple of the other miners
were with them. Seven kayaks were pulled onto the sand in a
small cove protected by large boulders. They were sturdily built,
but primitive. Three were one-seaters and three could
accommodate two passengers. Mickey had explained that these
were used for fishing not far from shore.

The invasion team took places in the only three-seater kayak
the mining colony had. It was used for the annual trip to Eagle
City, and had ample space for storage. If necessary, the colony
could always radio for emergency supplies to be sent by airship,
but they preferred their independence and traveled by kayak
whenever they needed contact with the city.

“It’s about 100 miles to the other side,” said Mickey, repeating
what he had said the night before. “The wind is good. You
should be there a couple of hours after nightfall.”

“Thank you, Mickey,” said Mark. He shook hands with the
miner and his companions. “We are obliged to you.”

He got into the kayak, where Steve and Joe had already taken
their places. They had food for about four meals—plenty if they
reached their goal.

Neither moon was up. Uncountable stars shone in glory, and
were especially bright toward the night-dark west. The black
silhouette of the rocky promontory blocked out the horizon over
the desert behind them.

To the east there was the beginning of a glow on the horizon,
giving promise of incipient dawn. As their shadows began to
appear and stretch across the desert, the members of the invasion
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team pushed off and began to paddle. A mile or two from shore
they hoisted the sail. The barest edge of the sun lifted up over the
horizon and blinded them as they began traveling rapidly before
the morning wind, following the blazing path that the new-rising
sun had created on the smooth water.

Chapter 14: Across the Martian Sea

COMMANDER JOHN LEWIS sat at his desk, staring unblinking at
nothing in particular. He was motionless, and the only noise in
his office was the murmur of bubbles coming from his aquarium.
In spite of the serene setting, thoughts were charging rapidly
through his mind.

He glanced over to the aquarium, a hundred-gallon pillar of
crystal that rested on a large pedestal on the floor. He watched
the graceful angelfish and neon tetras gliding as if weightless.
They moved among the tendrils of small vines, and fed upon the
bits of food that were drifting down from the vent above. The
Commander had just spooned the daily amount of fish food into
the portal at the top of the aquarium, standing on a footstool to
do so. The tiny particles caught the illumination from the desk
lamp and came down like slow, sparkling rain into the watery
world. At the bottom of the tank were a few catfish, scavenging
among the decorative rocks and colored marbles.

Commander Lewis was not as confident when he was alone in
his office as he had appeared to be when he had given the order
to Communications a half hour or so earlier.

The executives of Space Command had met with Richard
Starlight to take counsel about the situation on Mars. There had
been considerable concern that the invasion team had been silent.
They had been on Mars for a week.

“If the pirates had discovered and overcome the invasion
team, we would surely have heard something from the usurpers
about it,” had suggested one of the Commander’s advisors.

“But if the team had succeeded, we would surely have heard
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from them,” another had said, “but we have heard nothing from
anyone. It’s a puzzle.”

“Should we try to contact the Starmen?” another official had
asked. After some discussion of the risks involved, Richard had
said No. There were more risks in trying to contact the Starmen,
even by encryption, than in waiting for them to initiate the
communication.

“The pirates will be watching all attempts at extra-planetary
communications since Starman Foster was able to get a message
through within minutes of their landing on Mars,” he’d
explained.

The conclusion, then, based on partial information was that the
pirates were still in control of Eagle City in spite of the absence
of any signs of aggression. Commander Lewis had therefore
ordered Space Command to contact the attack fleet from the
Earth-Moon system, now nearly half-way to Mars, to inform
them that there had been no word from the team, but neither had
there been any sign that the pirates had suffered a blow. He
ordered them to proceed on course to Mars at top speed and be
prepared to initiate an attack on Eagle City at the instant he gave
the command.

The meeting closed with that decision and Commander Lewis
had gone to his office. The lives of the men aboard the fleet were
dependent upon his orders. He was a good man. He didn’t like
making that kind of decision when he didn’t have all the facts.

He was certain that his fleet couldn’t attack Mars head-on and
expect to win. There were too many ground-based defense
systems on the planet, so that even if the pirates’ entire fleet were
not flyable, they could still repulse any attack he might launch.

The Commander pursed his lips. He thought that somehow the
Starmen had failed in their assignment. If so, he wasn’t
surprised. It was a tough assignment for anybody, but especially
for untried new graduates from Starlight Academy.

Lewis watched an angelfish swimming unhurriedly through
the water, very slowly spiraling upward. He wondered about
Putnam’s claim concerning some monstrous, inimical alien race.
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Could there be any truth behind it? He thought not. Much more
likely that his words were just evidence that he was delusional.

It was a fact, however, that Putnam had not responded to any
communications at all for a long time. No one could know for
sure what that meant, but there was a good chance that
something had gone wrong in the pirates’ plans. He was a little
encouraged by that. His eyebrows lifted a little. Maybe, just
maybe, the Starmen had had a measure of success after all.

There were still several days before the fleet entered Martian
airspace. He would have until then to decide what to do once
they arrived.

Zip cautiously peered out from behind the panel into a dark
maze of pipes.

“Clear,” he said, and opened the panel wider.

“Figured it would be,” said Stavri Thalassa, who was next in
line. “This place is deserted even in the middle of the day.”

There were six others with them. They had emerged into the
lower level of the water and electrical supply systems of one of
the barracks and storage centers for weapons, located not far
from the city center. The pipes were in a long, narrow corridor
that connected two buildings underneath one of the main streets.

“Shouldn’t take long,” said Uneven Stephen, one of their
companions. “l remember this place from when they were
building it and I was carving the lions and elephants from the
African veldt on the front. I’ll sure be sorry to see them
disappear.”

“You won’t see it happen, Stephen,” muttered Stavri, already
kneeling beside one of the pipes, and grunting as he pulled at a
panel door nearby. “You’ll be far away when they go.”

The door opened, and a bundle of wires lay beneath it like
spaghetti. Stavri removed a couple of small tools from a smock
he wore. He reached in. Zip held a dim light for him to work by.

The others had gone several yards down the corridor in both
directions and kept watch for any other presence.
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“Got it,” said Stavri, with satisfaction. “It was easy. Now
they’ll never find what we’ve done until it’s too late. Your turn,
Michael.” Stavri had bypassed the indicator lights that glowed in
a control panel upstairs wherever there was a danger in the
tunnels. Michael Sayer, once a petty thief, could now sabotage
the water system without fear of his handiwork being detected.

It took longer than they expected, but he successfully rerouted
the water for the main supply tank where it was heated, altered
the pressure indicators, and sealed the system.

“Okay, it’s done!” he announced, almost gleefully. “That’1l get
their attention real soon... Uh—we’d better go.”

“How much time have we got?” asked Zip.

“Oooh...maybe as long as forty minutes. Probably much
closer to twenty.”

“Man! Let’s move it! The alarm will give them ten minutes
notice, and we can’t be anywhere near here then. Go!” The eight
of them returned to the panel behind the pipes and conduits,
sealed it behind them, and walked rapidly back toward the west
side of the city.

Thirteen minutes later the alarm went off with ear-splitting
intensity, giving warning of an imminent, full-system failure.
Less than two minutes later the order to evacuate the building
was given. At the end of the ten minutes, the water-heating
system let loose and blew out the basement and bottom story of
the structure. There was no water for the automatic sprinklers
and an intense fire began to spread through the building,
reaching quickly to the upper stories.

“Well, that won’t put them completely out of business, but
about a hundred of the pirates won’t have a comfortable place to
sleep tonight,” announced David to the group. He and the Tunnel
People were huddled at a confluence of passageways nearly half
a mile from where they had sabotaged the water system.

“Right,” agreed Stavri Thalassa. “And unless they took their
weapons to bed with them, we’ve put a good dent in their store
of arms, too—and right close to the city center!”
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Even with steady winds, the first hours of sailing in a kayak
had not been a smooth experience. The sail needed frequent
attention to keep it filled and prevent the kayak from wobbling.
By midday, however, the invasion team had learned how to keep
the sail adjusted with a minimum of effort and they scudded
along at a good clip, running before the wind. They ate their
second meal of the day as they conversed.

“How deep is this Sea, anyway?” asked Joe. “It’s really pretty
shallow, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Mark. “Pretty shallow, but wide. Terraformation’s
only been going on since 2009 when the meteor shower hit Mars
and heated the atmosphere.”

“I know that,” said Joe. “And the sudden warming melted
much of the ice at the poles, freed up ground water, and all the
rest of it. Then we helped the process along with satellite
monitoring, by introducing compatible life from Earth, and by
setting up atmosphere generators. But I’'m a little vague on the
geography of where we are right now.”

“This used to be called the Nilosyrtis. Before terraformation
began and the oceans began to fill it, the site was a low
depression that extended northward from what is now the great
equatorial sea. It gets much deeper to the south.”

“This part doesn’t even have an official name,” added Steve.
“I don’t know why, because it’s so close to Eagle City. We just
called it the Martian Sea.”

“Look up there,” observed Mark, taking a bite out of a slice of
cheese. “Is that an island?”

“No islands up this way at all,” answered Steve. “You get
islands farther south, but not for a long way.”

“What is it, then?” asked Mark. He was looking at a dark mass
a short way ahead and a little to the left. It was barely above the
surface of the water but seemed fixed in place. He finished a
piece of fruit and threw the rind over the side for the denizens of
the sea, and then picked up the cheese again.
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“Plants,” said Joe, who was seated in the front. “It’s a bunch of
plants floating around.” The kayak was skimming past a Gordian
tangle of squishy dark brown vines and creepers, with some
touches here and there of new green. A few bright red flowers
were dotted around on the surface.

“Must be really shallow here if these things have roots that go
down to the bottom,” said Joe.

“They might not need roots,” said Mark. “They might just
float, getting their nutrients from the water and air.”

“Weird,” said Joe. “Almost looks as if you could walk on it.”

“Maybe you could,” suggested Steve. “That tangle does look
awfully thick. I wouldn’t try it, though.”

“If I were you I wouldn’t try it, either,” agreed Joe, helpfully.
“I only weigh about one-fourth what you weigh, though, Steve.”

“One-fourth? Why, you fly-weight, no wonder you live on the
Moon. If you lived some place that had wind you’d have to tie a
rope around your waist just to go outside!”

“I might weigh as much as you if I lived on Jupiter,” observed
Joe.

“When this is all over,” Mark broke in, “I’d really like to come
back here and explore.”

“I’'m with you,” said Joe, throwing the rest of his cheese into
the water. “I’d like to find Jogren again when we’re not in such a
hurry.”

A sudden swirl in the water next to Joe caused him to yell. A
great snout appeared, a cavernous mouth opened and pulled in
the small piece of cheese, and the silvery hide of a sea animal
rolled by and disappeared.

“Wow! What was that?”” shouted Joe.

Steve shot back, “That was a Martian minnow. Why don’t you
jump in and give it another little tidbit?”

“No, thanks, Steve. I’'m too busy counting my fingers to see if
I’ve still got them all.”

But that was not the last of the sea creature. Almost at once
there were five or six of them, keeping pace with the kayak, and
occasionally bumping it.



135

“Get serious, boys,” Steve ordered. “This is not a welcoming
committee. They’re after more treats.”

The fish looked like dolphins, but were a little smaller and
definitely not friendly. The bumping against the kayak became
more aggressive.

“Should I pop one?” shouted Mark anxiously, pulling his
pistol out.

“Not yet,” said Steve. “Might not help and there may be no
need.”

“This canoe is primitive, Steve,’
tone.

“Yeah, but well built. Those miners are practical folk. They
travel this sea now and then and know what dangers they face.
I’'m betting this kayak was made with these fish in mind. Just
hang on.”

“Let us help,” put in Jack. “We can banish fish.”

“Be my guest,” said Mark, giving the Titanian plenty of
room. Jack connected up a couple of wires to the controls on
Mark’s suit, and then said, “Throw this into water.” Mark threw
the wires into the sea. Immediately the fish drew away from the
kayak, moved off to the side, and then fell back.

Steve, sitting in the back, turned his head and announced,
“They’re going back to that floating wad.” In a few seconds he
couldn’t see them any more.

Mark asked, “What did you do, Jack? Some sort of sound?”’

“Yes. Sound through water. Uncomfortable for fish.”

“Glad you and Jill came on this vacation, Jack,” yelled back
Joe from his place in the front. The kayak continued
southeastward.

In the early evening, they saw land in front of them. As the
kayak surged ahead, the ground rose until it filled the forward
horizon. Beyond low hills they could see the western walls of
Eagle Crater.

As they ate their third meal, the sun dropped into the sea
behind them. There were no clouds, and the dusk fell quickly.
Almost directly overhead Deimos shone like a large, unblinking

B

said Joe, with a worried
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star, and Phobos speeding by it in the opposite direction, was
heading into the ascendancy.

There were stars everywhere, above them and reflected in the
sea, along with the sparkle of phosphorescence streaming from
the wake of the bow wave. There were no lights on shore. It was
as though the sea was as vast as outer space, and being on the
kayak was like shooting through vitreous night from one star to
another. Gradually, the darkness of the approaching shore filled
the horizon, blotting out the stars.

Almost exactly sixteen hours after setting sail from the
mining colony, the team beached the kayak on the eastern shore
of the Martian Sea southwest of Crater 91, known for more than
a century as Eagle Crater. The terrain close by was dense with
darkness, relieved only by starlight and the silver softness of
Phobos overhead. It was fast approaching 9:00 p.m. The beach
was narrow, and large rocks climbed up from the edge of the
sand. Steve and Mark pulled the kayak far up from the beach and
nestled it in a cranny Joe had found in the rocks.

“Almost home,” said Steve.

They turned to look for a way up through the rocks. The
crater wall loomed above them, its jagged edge like vicious
sawteeth across the star-filled heaven.

Chapter 15: Discovered and Pursued

“THERE’S a way up over here,” called out Mark. In most places,
the great rocks that defined the sudden end of the beach were
sheer. There was no obvious means of gaining access to the land
beyond, and the team members had been searching for a crevice
where they could climb. They had been moving slowly
southward, with Mark in the lead.

As Mark announced his find, Joe quickly joined him. “Yeah,
we can make that without too much trouble,” he said. They
began to ascend, with Steve puffing a little behind them. It was a
matter of only a few moments before they had scaled the natural
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barrier and stood on top of the blocks of stone.

“Well, let’s go,” urged Steve after he had completed the
climb. A gradual slope led up from where they stood to foothills
at the base of the crater wall. It was less than half a mile to the
spot where the wall jutted up out of the plain. There was no sign
of any light or other evidence of human presence.

The foothills were barren of any vegetation. Quickly the
team passed through them, taking precautions to stay in
shadows.

Suddenly Jack made a startled sound. “Hsst! Light below!”
he said. The three humans fell quickly to the ground and turned
back. There was a dock about a quarter of a mile farther south,
with a pattern of lights along its sides and several bright globes
where it connected with the land. The team stared at the dock,
watching for signs of life.

“I don’t think we’ve been seen,” said Steve after a couple of
minutes had gone by. “We didn’t see the lights until we got to
this higher elevation. The terrain that hid it also hid us from
anyone who might be down there.”

“Unless they saw us and are already creeping toward us in
the dark,” warned Joe.

“Either way, the best thing is to move on,” advised Mark.

“Right,” agreed Steve. “You boys lead and I’ll watch our
backs.” He put his weapon in his hand.

The scene was illumined by the soft light from the stars and
the circling moons. Phobos was inclining toward the east, casting
the shadows of the hikers down the slope behind them. It was
impossible to see details of the climb until they were right on
them, but they did not put on their own lights. The top of the
crater wall was nearly a mile above the surface of the sea, but the
climb was not difficult. In about half an hour, the team had
achieved the top of the wall without incident.

They gazed over the edge onto the plain spread below them.
The lights of several settlements were evident in the pristine
night air. Eagle City was nearest and largest, far below them.
One of the buildings was furiously burning.
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They gazed over the edge onto the plain spread below them.

“Look at that!” whispered Joe. “Something’s going on down
there!”

As they were looking on with strong curiosity, their vigilance
waned. Suddenly a small ship passed over them from behind.
The team scrambled into the crater, panicky in their speed,
wondering if they had been silhouetted in the city lights.

“Did they see us?” yelled Joe.

“They went by so quickly, maybe they thought we were just
part of the jagged crater wall,” cried out Mark hopefully, as they
all three plunged down the inside edge of the slope.

“Whew!” gasped Steve. “My fault. I said I’d watch our
behind, and I thought we were safe when we reached the top. I’d
forgotten all about that blasted search ship!”

“Think it’s the same one?” asked Joe. “That was two days
ago!”

“Who knows?” answered Steve, gasping out his words as he
slid and jumped down the incline. “It’s a ship, coming from the
west. There’s no reason to go that way that I can remember.”

“Just be quiet, everybody!” commanded Mark. “Our line-of-
sight communicator beams can be overheard now that we’re
inside the crater. Turn off your communicators. Just try to stay
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together and get down the slope as fast as you can

The low gravity of Mars allowed them to move rapidly. There
was greenery on the inside of the crater, thin and scraggly, but
larger than the tiny plants they had encountered in the desert. As
they continued to descend the slope, the scrub turned into small
trees and then rough forest.

The ship made a leisurely turn and passed over the general
area with two searchlights scanning the terrain. As it cruised by,
the team lay hidden and motionless.

We're safe, thought Mark. We made it down the hill before
they turned. They cant be serious about a search or they
wouldn't be so casual. They’re just making a cursory tour to
satisfy curiosity. Then he stiffened, and his eyes widened.

Dust! he said to himself, with a sharp intake of breath. There’s
a thicker atmosphere inside the crater. Our dust is staying up! He
could see light clouds of red dust hovering above him on the
slope, pointing like an arrow from below the crater rim precisely
to where they were hiding.

Oh, miss it, miss it! he agonized inside himself as the
searchlights went by.

The ship still cruised, not yet concerned but not yet
abandoning the search. The bright circles of the two lights
crossed the woods, lazily moved around on the slope, and then
returned to the woods.

They re not giving up. We can't stay here, he thought. He slid
over to where Joe was, touched his partner’s boot and, when Joe
turned, pointed down the slope with a frantic gesture. Joe lifted
his eyebrows in a silent query. Mark picked up a handful of dirt
and dropped it, making a small cloud of dust. Then he pointed up
the slope. Their dust was settling, but still visible. Joe’s eyes
looked, and then opened wider. He leaped to his feet and started
down, with Mark in the lead. Steve, a few yards away, saw them
and followed.

After a moment, Mark looked back just in time to see a
searchlight pick out the remnant of their dust. It was almost
gone, but traces still hung in the air. The ship’s searchlights
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began to crisscross the slope below with sudden intensity. The
three picked up speed and leaped down the slope.

Almost at once, two other ships lifted off from the city and
turned toward the slope, apparently to join the search.

They re still above us, thought Mark. The three ships were
searching the forested area below the trail of dust they had left.
They were making a thorough job of probing the forest with their
lights. One began to search lower down.

The three humans reached the bottom of the crater wall. In
front of them the ground leveled out. The city was about a mile
ahead through thick forest, dotted with open areas that were
covered with deep grass and a few large shrubs. To one side
there was a field of a cultivated crop of some kind.

They scrambled hurriedly through the remaining terrain,
sometimes losing sight of each other and then coming together
again as they moved forward. The searching ships had moved
down closer to the city and one was now searching the crater
floor. Then it was joined by a second. Their lights moved rapidly
back and forth.

About a quarter mile from the city, a searchlight caught
Steve lumbering along. Steve was just about exhausted and was
breathing heavily. Immediately a beam of electric red light
seared the ground around him—a laser fired from one of the
ships. Helped by a great burst of adrenaline, he doubled his
speed and escaped for a moment from the revealing circle of the
spotlight’s beam. Before it could locate him again, he was under
the canopy of a large tree. Mark and Joe were somewhere ahead,
but he had lost track of them.

The beams of the searchlights continued to scour the area
where Steve had been spotted. Having caught his breath, he
moved quickly forward with his eye on the edge of the city. It
was only about a hundred yards away now, but the ground was
relatively bare. If he had to run, he’d be spotted and speared for
sure. Where are the boys? he thought.

As if in answer to his question, a human shape loomed up
out of the dimness on one side. It was Mark.
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Mark took Steve by the arm and pulled him back away from
the city to a place under the trees. Joe was waiting there. Now
that they were well into the deep portions of the crater, the
Starmen had removed their helmets. Steve removed his as well.

When Steve took his place next to Joe, the Starman clapped
Steve on the shoulder in a friendly welcome. Then Joe gestured
toward the city. “Take a look at the wall,” he whispered.

Steve looked up carefully. “Hmph!” he snorted and nodded
his head. There was a line of armed men all along the top. Their
silhouettes showed in front of the glow from a burning building
not far from where they stood. The three ships continued to
move slowly over the field and forest, searchlights scanning the
ground.

But now Steve knew where he was. He recognized the
buildings where the men were standing, and was oriented to
Eagle City. He glided to the right, calling the Starmen to follow
him. “There’s a way in over here. If they don’t see us, we’ll be
safe inside in a couple o’ minutes.”

Staying under the cover of the trees, he progressed carefully
about two hundred yards. Then he came to a small stream. He
looked back to make sure that Mark and Joe were following him,
and then ducked down quickly even lower than he had been.
Seeing Steve dive down, the boys crouched low, and then
glanced over their shoulders and saw that a dozen or so men had
come from the city and were searching the field for intruders.
They were in pairs. One carried a powerful light, and the other
had a high-powered weapon at the ready.

When Mark and Joe turned back toward Steve, he was gone.
He was already a good ten yards away from them, crawling
rapidly through the streambed toward the city. They scrambled
after him.

In a short time, they were within the shadow of the city wall.
Steve had stopped and was running his fingers through a clump
of brambles on the bank. His hands moved carefully but quickly,
sifting the sand and probing beneath it.

Joe glanced over his shoulder. A pair of men was about fifty
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yards away, scanning the ground carefully, moving directly but
slowly in their general direction. They Il find the streambed in a
moment, thought Joe. He prepared his weapon. The Starman
glanced back at Steve, and saw him moving with near-frantic
haste now.

All at once, both Steve’s hands shot toward a place on the
bank, and in a second he had opened a concealed door. The
opening was only about two feet wide. Steve urged Mark to enter
and Joe followed. Steve brought up the rear, squeezed through,
closed the door, and sealed it. The darkness was absolute.

After a second, Steve put his light on. Their shadows made
huge patterns on the walls behind them.

“Whoo! That was close!” he said.

“How did you know about this place? Is this one of the old
tunnels?” asked Mark.

“Kind of. It leads to them, anyway. I remember this tunnel
from my earlier years here. I’ve been through it a number of
times before when I didn’t want to be seen coming or going. We
should be fine now. Follow me.”

The walls of the tunnels were made of sand, but they had
been sprayed with some sort of clear plastic sealant. Every few
yards there was a frame that kept them from collapsing. The
tunnel was unlit and primitive, but serviceable.

“We’re inside the city limits now,” he announced after a few
minutes of walking. “We’ll be able to join up with the old tunnel
system in about a hundred yards.”

“What’s that up ahead?” asked Joe. Light was coming from
around a corner. It flickered, intensifying and fading, and then
returning without any predictable pattern.

“Don’t know,” said Steve. They turned the corner and, to
their dismay, saw a barrier of fire a little way off. “Must be that
building we saw burning from outside. I hope we can still get
into the old tunnel system.”

“Yeah, let’s hope so,” muttered Mark. “We sure can’t get by
that conflagration.”

In seconds they had come as far as they could. The tunnel
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was jammed with fallen debris. Some of it was chunks of rock,
other portions were pieces of twisted metal pipe and burning
material.

Steve was not stopped for long. “Back up,” he said. “There’s
another way out of here, but not to the old tunnel system. It leads
to the surface.”

“We can’t go topside!” exclaimed Joe. “All those armed men
are up there.”

“For sure we can’t go back outside, either,” Steve said.
“Let’s just see what we can see.”

A few yards back the way they had come there was a side
passage. Steve took it. A minute later, he came to some stairs and
ascended slowly. Joe and Mark followed.

“Leads to a sub-basement,” he explained. The passage came
to a dead end. Steve pressed his hands against the wall and slid
them around both sides of the door, and then along the top. “Got
it,” he announced. A small panel slid open at eye level. Steve
looked through it, turned his head from left to right, and said,
“Okay.”

He found a fixture and opened the door. The three of them
stepped into a dark room. It was empty. Steve shut the door,
crossed to the opposite side of the cellar where there was a door
and opened it. His weapon was in his hand. A flight of stairs was
barely visible, all but the bottom three steps in inky darkness.
“Go!” he commanded.

They ran up the steps, coming into another room, larger than
the sub-basement. One door led apparently into another part of
the building, and another door on the right side had a window in
it. Starlight filtered through a dusty pane.

Steve peered carefully through the glass in all directions.

“Clear, I think,” he said. He turned the knob. It was locked.

“Blast!” he breathed.

“Help me,” said Jack, pointing to a box not far away. Mark
and Joe stood it up on end so that it made a platform on which
Jack could stand and reach the knob. Jill joined him. For several
minutes they worked on the lock. Tiny lights flickered, and then
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they said, “Open.”

Steve turned the knob and opened the door. The team
stepped out into a comfortable breeze of chill night air, though
marked with the scent of burning.

“No guards,” said Steve after a quick glance around. To their
left and above them was a blazing building, completely engulfed.
It was only a block away.

“If there were any guards after us, they’ve apparently moved
away from the fire and are still looking for us in the field,” said
Mark tersely. “But we can’t stay in the open for long.”

“Let’s get into the old tunnels,” said Steve. “Then we can
catch our breath and reconnoiter. But we’ve made it into Eagle
City, men!”

The team moved from shadow to shadow until they left the
burning building behind them. After a few minutes, the building
was only a glow in the sky.

“Right here,” announced Steve, and entered a structure
through an open door. The Starmen followed and found
themselves in an unlit room piled with boxes.

“Warehouse,” he explained. “Door shouldn’t be left open, but
I won’t file a report.” He pulled the door closed. Mark and Joe
looked into the shadowy corridors that led off the room they
were in, and listened for any sound of another presence.

“Down!” whispered Steve sharply. They all dropped as a
group of three men with weapons patrolled by the front of the
building.

“Hey, Zack!” said one in the back of the group. The patrol
stopped and the other two men turned around. “This door was
open when we came by a while ago. I remember because |
opened it to look inside, and left it open when we were called to
the wall.”

“Check it!” said the one addressed as Zack. “I want to get the
vermin who blew our barracks up, and it wasn’t anybody in the
fields outside the city! Come on!”

The three armed men entered the room with their lights on and
weapons prepared for sudden action. The room was empty.



145

Steve was in the basement with Mark and Joe, hurriedly
running his fingers over a panel that led into the old tunnel
system. In seconds he had found the apparatus to open it.

On the other side, with hearts beating fast, stood Starman
David Foster and seven Tunnel People, weapons drawn.

After they had destroyed the barracks and storage area, David
had said, “The pirates are going to figure out real fast that we are
only able to escape detection by traveling underground. They’ll
be looking for tunnel entrances before too long, if they’re not
doing so already.” He had directed the Tunnel People to spend an
hour or two patrolling the tunnels nearby to watch for any signs
of attempted entry.

They had searched in pairs, finding nothing, and had gathered
together again before returning to the great hall where the Tunnel
People lived. Then they had heard a scrabbling noise at the
tunnel door not twenty feet from them. They had moved up close
to the door and were prepared to fire as soon as it opened.

“Mr. Putnam.” Ban Zou Men’s voice was steady, patient, and
clear. That was the most frightening thing about it. The words
were measured, as if a mechanical device produced them, but
there was deep, thoughtful, human calculation behind them.
There was flesh and blood in the words, though they were as
cold as icicles on Pluto.

“This plan was virtually guaranteed to succeed. Yet, somehow,
two or perhaps three individuals have breached your security.
Moreover, you have not located the elusive Starman, though he
has now sabotaged your operations twice. Twice, Mr. Putnam.
This is beyond my understanding, Mr. Putnam. I congratulate
you. Very, very few things are beyond my understanding. This
situation is one of them. I have begun to doubt whether you will
succeed. Because of your ineptitude, more than five years of my
calculation and clandestine labor stand to be wasted.”

Troy Putnam felt his hands trembling as if with palsy. They
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were cold and clammy, and a freezing sweat stood out on his
forehead. He dared not wipe it off for fear of showing his terror
of his superior. Yet he knew without question that the large
Chinese man, who dwelt in the shadows of Mars and was
completely unsuspected in the assault on the planet, could
discern that he was near panic. He was afraid even to move. With
inner alarm, he suddenly realized that he had even stopped
breathing. He had to do something. With a surge of willpower
that strained him to the uttermost, he opened his mouth. He
could not lift his eyes, but he quickly inhaled in order to gasp out
a word.

“No, don’t speak, Mr. Putnam. Spare yourself. I do not need
you to speak. You have nothing to say. I am completely aware of
the situation and what you have done, and failed to do, about it. I
am afraid for you, Mr. Putnam.” The voice paused for a moment.
Putnam wondered if he had heard Ban Zou Men draw a breath.
Or was it a sigh?

“But there is a chance that you may yet succeed. The Earth
fleet is only days away. You still have what you have called
‘defensive’ capabilities. Perhaps you will survive. Perhaps you
will be able to gain time and take the advantage once again. |
encourage you do so. I strongly encourage it.”

Chapter 16: Moving to the Offensive

“MARK! JOE!” gasped David Foster, lowering his weapon.

“Zip!” cried Mark and Joe together.

“These are Starmen!” explained Zip to the Tunnel People.

“Quick! Let us in!” urged Joe, and pressed forward, forcing
Zip and his friends to give way. Mark and Steve pushed in after
him and Steve shut the door. He motioned with his hand, sending
the others scooting down the tunnel as he sealed the door. Then
he ran after them and caught up quickly.

“We’re safe now,” said Stavri. Just the same, the eleven
humans kept up a rapid pace away from the site of the encounter.
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“Are we glad to see you!” said Mark to Zip. “What’s been
going on? What have you been doing?”

“Tell you later,” said Zip. “We’ll get back to the west side
and then we can exchange news. I’'m sure we’ve all got a lot to
share. But just tell me now; is there help on the way? Are you
here alone?”

“Yes to both,” answered Mark. “Earth’s fleet is due to arrive
in four days. We’ve got less than that to make sure that they
aren’t blown out of the sky when they get here. As you said, tell
you later.”

As they hastened through the tunnel, quick introductions
were made all around. Stavri led the group unerringly through a
warren of tunnels, never missing a passage. Even Steve, who
knew the major tunnels, was impressed. During their flight to
Mars, he and the Starmen had reviewed their knowledge of the
ancient tunnels from the files they carried, but there were places
Stavri led them that were new to him.

Half an hour later the group had returned to the community
where the Tunnel People lived. They entered the great hall and
greeted the crowd that was there. Within moments, exuberance
was high among the Tunnel People as they met the new arrivals.

Jack and Jill were welcomed with greater excitement than
the Starmen. Titanians were rarely seen even in the Earth-Moon
system, and usually only in major cities and bases like
Amundsen City. Most of the Tunnel People had never seen
Titanians in person.

Mark, Joe, and Steve were slumped in stuffed chairs set
around a low table. Marjie Prester brought them some hot
chocolate.

“Oooh, this is good!” breathed Joe as he brought the
aromatic drink to his lips. He held the white mug with both
hands. He looked exhausted but content.

“Do you feel up to telling your story, or would you rather
rest?” asked Zip.

Mark answered. “Zip, I'm so tired I’'m impressing myself
that I even have the strength to bring my jaw back up after I open
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my mouth. We’ve traveled about 350 miles in a week, —”

“Been shot at twice,” added Steve.

“Almost eaten by sharks,” Joe contributed.

“—one Martian minnow,” Steve corrected.

“Slept in snow,” continued Mark.

“Got chased by three enemy ships,” Steve said.

“And been tormented by sitting on a speeding Martian desert
sailboat for days on end,” complained Joe.

“Yeah—speaking of ends, that was a bit uncomfortable!”
Steve agreed, shifting down gingerly a little deeper into his chair.

“Okay, okay,” laughed Zip. “Feel free to clean up and go to
sleep. We can get down to business in the morning.”

“‘Clean up.’ Sounds too good to be true. Lead me to it,” said
Mark.

They were all up by mid-morning. Marjie doted on them
while serving a large breakfast. With a couple of assistants, she
brought them platters of boiled potatoes with onions, sliced fruit,
cheese, and eggs scrambled with diced meat. Fruit juice in
elegant glasses gave a classy touch to the meal.

Once they had put their napkins down, both sides quickly
brought each other up to date. Joe and Mark were enormously
relieved to learn that Zip had already achieved their first
assignment: to prevent the pirates from lifting off from Mars.

“What a load off my mind!” Joe sounded off. “I can’t tell
you how that’s been weighing on me! And all for nothing! If
only we’d known!”

They reported that their second assignment was to sabotage
the pirates’ defense operations, and that they had less than four
days to achieve this, since Earth’s fleet was on the way and due
to arrive in Martian airspace by that time.

They pointed out that unless the second assignment were
achieved, Earth’s forces would be overwhelmed with firepower
from the surface, and the pirates’ plan would merely be delayed
by a matter of weeks.
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“Okay. That’s our immediate and only task, then,” affirmed
Zip. “But the pirates’ defense system is formidable. Besides a
few hundred men on the ground, there are the spaceships,
ground-based lasers, a satellite system, and more than a few
missile systems. Most or all of these have to be disabled in order
for the Earth fleet to have any chance of success.”

“We know all that, Zip,” said Mark. “We got a full briefing
from Space Command before we launched, and we brought
records with us of everything they thought we’d need to know.”

“Let’s see what you’ve brought with you.”

Stavri Thalassa was the Tunnel People’s computer expert,
but the Starmen were well-versed in computer operations as
well, and each carried a small, portable machine capable of
reading the disks they had brought. Stavri took the group to the
study off to one side of the great hall, where the Tunnel People
had their terminals.

“Wow! Did Lee High Eagle bring these sets to Mars when he
stepped out of his ship for the first time?” asked Joe.

“They’re old, all right,” admitted Stavri, “but not quite that
old.”

“I doubt whether these computers can read the disks, but
we’ve got our hand-held sets.”

“Not everyone can read those at the same time, though, Joe,”
said Mark, “and that’ll slow our work down. What about running
the disks through our portable sets but transferring the display to
these terminals?”

“We can do that,” agreed Joe. “Probably Jack and Jill can do
the hookup faster than any of us.” He turned to Jack. “What do
you think, Jack? Can you do it?”

“We can do it,” said the Titanian.

Half an hour later they were ready. Joe sat down, opened up a
hidden compartment in his left boot that was located in a false
toe, and removed a small, clear plastic wrapper. Inside was a tiny
fluff of crinkled, rainbow-colored plastic, pressed into a ball
smaller than a pea. He withdrew the iridescent ball, set it on the
tabletop, and gently blew on it. The warmth of his breath caused
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the ball to expand. In seconds, it had become a disk thin as
gossamer and about four inches in diameter.

“Here you go,” he said. Zip took the disk and inserted its edge
into a paper-thin slot on the side of the portable set.
Automatically it was drawn completely into the box. Then Zip
pressed a button that pulled a file up on the large screen of the
archaic instrument Stavri had offered them. A detailed map of
Eagle City appeared, current up to a date thirteen days before.

“Yep. Here we go,” said Mark, and leaned in to see better.
“These systems were not built with tight security in mind. No
one was seriously thinking about a war when they were built.
However, all of them are now in enemy hands; no matter how
dedicated the Tunnel People are, we can’t take them back by
force.”

Zip began an orientation. “I was on the spot when the assault
on Mars began. Since I escaped from the tower, I’ve kept tabs on
where the pirates are located. They are concentrated in a few
places in the city. There are barracks out by the fuel refinery I
blew up; there are pirates at the site working around the clock to
fix it. There are a couple of barracks not far from the airfield.
The control tower is adjacent to the city square, which is also the
main entrance to the landing field. The tower is their command
post, and that’s where Putnam stays. A few blocks from the
central city square is the communications center.”

“Good summary, Starman,” said Stavri. “And besides these
places, there are always a lot of them on patrol throughout the
city, in constant contact with their headquarters through the
communication network. Within minutes, everyone in any
leadership position knows what’s going on, and where.”

“And,” Zip said, sitting up a little straighter with his eyes
aglow and a hint of amusement at the corners of his mouth,
“that’s their weakness.”

“What do you mean?” queried Joe.

Zip smiled a little. “Each one of these systems depends on
communications. Putnam has to talk to the men on the ground, to
the spaceships, to the forces on the laser banks, to the bunkers
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where the missiles are kept. These are not independent systems,
and if the various outlying patrols had no way to talk to each
other they would be ineffective. These systems rely on a central
communications hub—a router of sorts.”

“Right, Starman,” assented Stavri. “These pirates haven’t
permitted any independent communications since the hour they
landed. All communication between patrols depends on the
central hub that routs the calls. All the systems are connected via
fiber optic transmission lines to the central router.”

“Bring up this communications center on the screen,”
suggested Mark.

“My thoughts exactly,” said Zip as he brought up the image.

Steve spoke up. “Now this Captain Troy Putnam fellow may
think that the sun comes up just to hear him crow, but don’t you
think that he’s figured out by now that that communication
center’s kind of important to his staying in business?”

“That point’s not been lost on Putnam,” said Zip. “He is
guarding it well, but if we can find a way to take it out, that
could give our fleet the advantage they need.”

“Okay,” urged Steve. “Let’s find a weakness. Let’s find
several weaknesses, and pick the best one.”

Time passed. They had assumed that a course of action would
become evident quickly, but each plan someone proposed had a
major flaw, and was discarded. Steve, the Starmen, and the
Titanians went through file after file, looking for a weak spot in
the many sophisticated defenses in the communications center
that they could take advantage of with the resources and
opportunities they had. Occasionally Stavri was consulted for his
opinion. When no practical plan became evident they even began
to consider other sites, such as the main command center. Still,
no workable plan developed.

The files that Space Command had provided were detailed and
complete, but the eagerness with which the Starmen began their
investigation waned rapidly. Mark, Joe, and Steve made
numerous suggestions on the basis of the orientation they had
had in Amundsen City, but either Stavri or Zip were able to point
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out a flaw each time.

“Blast it!” shot Joe impatiently after Zip had undercut his fifth
plan of the day. “I thought those guys at Space Command had
this operation pretty well sewn up! They seemed pretty confident
when they were showing us these files!”

“Nothing like being here among the rock and rubble to show
you what’s real, Starman,” said Stavri, who had stopped in for a
moment to check on their progress. “But don’t get discouraged.
You’ve got the right information we need on these disks here
somewhere, and we’ll learn how to use it in time.”

“Thanks, Stavri,” sighed Joe. Mark was intent on the
operations diagrams for reconobots, but he took his eyes off the
screen for a moment and glanced over at his partner
sympathetically. Even Jack and Jill were showing signs of
fatigue.

Stavri stood up. “I’ll ask Marjie to bring you some coffee,
cheese, and fruit.”

Joe leaned forward again and concentrated on the screen.
When the coffee came, he barely noticed it. Steve downed his in
two gulps, and then picked up an apple and took a bite out of it
that was almost big enough to take the core out. The afternoon
passed into the evening, and Marjie kept their mugs filled until
she retired for the night.

In the middle of the following morning, when all were
bleary-eyed and drooping with discouragement, Zip suddenly
breathed in sharply, and then cried out, “I’ve got it! I know what
we can do!”

“What have you got, Zip?” asked Mark, the weariness in his
eyes showing that it would take an effort to convince him.

“Listen!” He gathered the others around him. “We’ve
checked out the air system, the water system, the tunnels, their
food supply, and the computer network. Either we can’t get
where we need to, or we can’t do enough damage to cripple the
pirates’ defensive capabilities.”

“Right,” agreed Joe.

“We know that we need to effect a single blow that will
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bring the pirates’ whole system down. It always comes back to
the communications. Although there are several hundred pirates,
they are still spread thinly across the city. Without instant
communications they can be picked off patrol by patrol. We need
to get into the communications center in the tower and sabotage
it.”

“Maybe I’'m dense, maybe I’m hallucinating, but didn’t we
spend about seven hours on that very possibility yesterday?” said
Steve, “There’s just no way we can get in there. It’s too closely
guarded and there’s no tunnel entrance.”

“I know, I know. We spent hours examining every inch of the
floor plan and wiring diagrams in there. But listen,” said Zip,
with animation. “We can’t get to it because it’s guarded day and
night by men and by the reconobots. So we create a diversion
that draws out a reconobot. Then we capture it, reprogram it,
send it back to the communications center, and then use it to
reprogram the other ’bots and use them to disable the pirates.
Nobody’s ever been able capture and reprogram a reconobot
before. They’ll never suspect it.”

There was a moment of skeptical silence, but no objection.

“Okay... As you say, nobody’s ever done that before. So
how do we capture a reconobot?” asked Mark gently.

“We can’t,” nodded Zip. “But Jack and Jill can.”

All the Tunnel People came to the dinner that night. Zip had
doffed his characteristic red uniform and wore the clothes of an
ordinary inhabitant of Eagle City. Dinner was a festive occasion.
Marjie and Richard Prester, assisted by other Tunnel People,
cooked and served a modest and wholesome repast.

The great boast of the feast was four loaves of freshly-baked,
truly leavened bread that Marjie had prepared, kneading the
dough by hand and watching the lumps carefully as they rose,
and then baking the loaves with a keen eye for timing. Leavened
bread was scarce on Mars, for the climatic conditions altered the
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sensitive chemistry necessary for good bread. More loaves were
discarded than were eaten, and few people, even the best chefs,
made the attempt any more. The Martian population had become
accustomed to unleavened bread.

But tonight, each of Marjie’s loaves was a gratifying
testimony to her culinary skills. She was a bustling yet peace-
filled, middle-aged woman, with a radiant smile and an abundant
good nature. Her inner beauty emerged whenever she had an
opportunity to encourage and support others, and the occasion in
which she produced the bread was one of her best such moments.
She came triumphantly forth from the kitchen carrying a tray of
four perfectly baked loaves, their aroma rising as the fitting
complement to her blushing cheeks and sparkling eyes.

To celebrate the success of the bread-baking, Stavri Thalassa
served the community’s very best golden wine. Two bottles of
coveted Marin Asta wine had been included in a large shipment
of liquor to the Lizards Watering Hole about five years before.

Kindly Donal McTaggartt had said, “Ach, Stavri! Must be
some mistake in the shipment. Few of the clientele I usually have
the honorr of serrving have the palates to appreciate such quality
wine as this. You tayke it and sayve it for a grand occasion!”

Stavri addressed the assembled group and, prodded to keep his
speech short by the heavenly smell of the warm bread, told the
story of the fine wine and concluded by saying, “And certainly
this is such a grand occasion. Soon we go out to do battle, and
we will come back victors!”

The following day, careful preparations were made. The
Starmen conferred with Stavri Thalassa and laid plans with Jack
and Jill and the hardiest of the Tunnel People. They checked
weapons, cleaned them and made such repairs as were necessary.

Zip and two of the Tunnel People made slingshots and spent
the afternoon practicing with them. The Tunnel People got used
to hearing the snap of thick elastic bands releasing projectiles,
followed almost at once by the noise of powerful impacts.

“Oh, my arm aches,” moaned the redheaded Starman as they
all sat down to dinner that night. “I must have pulled on that
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contraption for hours today.”

“You looked pretty good to me, Zip,” said Mark as he
spooned some steaming vegetable soup toward his mouth.

“Not good enough, not good enough,” Zip said. “But it’ll
have to do. Time is short. And my arm can’t take any more
practice.”

Some time later, when only a few hours remained before the
dawn of the day that the fleet from Earth was due to arrive, a
group of nearly fifty moved in silence out of the great hall, back
toward the city center. The high quality gray and red stone
blocks of the inhabited area of the tunnels, lit with soft lights,
changed within a quarter mile to the dark brown of musty earth.
The men turned on the artificial lights they carried and went on
into the darkness, their shadows leaping as they walked.

Chapter 17: Zip Miscalculates Badly

STARMAN DAVID FOSTER and about a dozen of the Tunnel People
sat in utter silence in the front room of an old building. They
were at street level in front of a large, grimy window, but no
lights were on in the building. Motionless as statues, they were
enveloped in inky darkness, barely relieved in places by shades
of charcoal gray. The sound of breathing and the occasional
rustle of clothing were the only noises.

One distant street light could be seen on a corner two blocks
away. A pair of guards appeared briefly under the light. After the
guards had passed out of sight, Zip whispered, “Let’s go.”

They had selected this building because it was a warehouse for
long-term storage items, was rarely visited, and had a tunnel
access. The pirates’ patrols came by on a predictable basis, but
never gave the building much notice.

At Zip’s words, the men poured silently out of the building
and broke into three groups. One went straight ahead toward the
street light, and the other two, one led by Uneven Stephen and
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the other by Stavri Thalassa, moved to the two opposite sides
and vanished in the darkness, heading toward neighboring
streets.

Zip carefully counted out precisely three minutes, and then
withdrew his slingshot with its thick, strong, elastic band
stretched across the top of the Y. Zip had made the slingshot to
put out the street light, since it had no electronic parts. He
considered that the pirates might be monitoring electronic
activity in the area, and knew that if a laser weapon were
activated it would immediately alert a large number of pirates to
his presence. Using the slingshot might give them nearly a
minute’s advantage over the pirates.

He held the instrument in one hand, and with his other placed
a smooth stone a little smaller than an egg into the band. Intently,
he lifted his gaze to the street lamp about fifteen yards away,
raised the instrument, pulled back the band and released it. The
stone zipped out of the mouth of the Y and whooshed by the
light, missing it by inches. It kept going into the darkness.

Several seconds later, Zip and his companions heard a faint
thud from several blocks away. However, Zip had already placed
another stone into the band and drawn it back almost to the right
corner of his mouth as he held his left hand outstretched in front
of him. Again, he let fly. Again, he missed the light, but the stone
struck the metal support of the lamp with a loud clang.

“Blast!” snorted Zip quietly, loading another stone. Quickly he
took aim again and released the band. The sound of shattered
glass punctuated the night with satisfying thoroughness, and the
street lamp went out. In the resulting sudden darkness, the falling
shards of glass sounded like frozen rain.

There was a yell from somewhere down the street. Within
seconds, two other nearby streetlights were extinguished. The
yell was repeated, and then echoed by others.

Zip and the Tunnel People melted into alleyways and
buildings. Quickly about a dozen pirates descended onto the
scene but found no one.

“They can’t be far! There’s no place to go but into the
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buildings!” yelled the Patrol Leader of the pirate guards. “Find
them! Mack, Speed, you take a group of men and search the
buildings.”

“Yes, sir!” The two men designated each took five or six
men and set out to find whoever had put the lights out.

The Patrol Leader activated his radio. “Patrol Leader James
Huss in Sector Y8 calling Headquarters,” he said.

“Headquarters,” came through the speaker immediately. “Go
ahead.”

“Reporting to Captain Putnam that an organized attempt at
rebellion from the populace is taking place. There are more men
than we can handle. Request immediate assistance.”

“Assistance coming at once!” came a fierce, angry voice.
“This is Captain Putnam! You will have a hundred men as soon
as we can get them there! Don’t let any of these rebels escape!”

“Yes sir!” responded Huss, involuntarily snapping to
attention as he spoke into the radio.

Putnam was taking no chances. With the fleet from Earth in
close proximity, he didn’t want any distractions whatever from
the battle to come. Ban Zou Men was watching every moment,
every action. He, Troy Putnam, would be decisive, powerful,
effective. Here now, at last, was a chance to squash the
opposition completely. Victory was within his grasp.

As each patrol entered a street or an alley, a few of the
Tunnel People jumped out of a doorway or from behind a
discarded crate near the end of the alley, fired a few laser shots
intended merely to discourage hasty pursuit, and then
disappeared through a window or around a corner.

Some used the makeshift slingshots that the Tunnel People had
made. In addition to being invisible to electronic surveillance,
the unusual weapon was intended to demoralize the pirates; laser
shields couldn’t stop flying stones.

After the Tunnel People had made their escape, they intended
to double back so as not to move very far from their point of
origin. They were hoping that a reconobot would be sent after
them. The Titanians were ready to capture it.
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Within seconds men began to pour into the street, running at
top speed from other nearby areas of the city. At first there were
a few patrols, then there were dozens of men, and before five
minutes had elapsed, there were nearly a hundred pirates, each
armed and determined. They had been made fools of more than
once by one Starman and they were not about to be fooled again.

“Where is Patrol Leader Huss?” roared a commanding voice.

“Here, sir!”

“You know me! Lurton Zimbardo, acting under the direct
authority of the Captain. Bring me up to date!” Before Huss
could respond, Zimbardo addressed the crowd: “You men make a
cordon around the area, several blocks in every direction. Search
every building and bring the rebels back to this area.”

As the pirates fanned out, David began to worry. He hadn’t
counted on so massive a response from the pirates. He and a few
Tunnel People had already returned to the building next to the
street light he had shot out. The others were still unaccounted for
but presumably also on their way back. They’d find it hard to get
back undetected now, and there was still no sign of reconobots.

The pirates were already tightening their cordon. The Tunnel
People were drifting in to where Zip was.

Uneven Stephen spoke up in the dimness. “Starman, we
haven’t seen any reconobots yet and there are way too many men
for us to fight. We’d better retreat.”

“We would if we could, Stephen. But there’s no tunnel
access in this building.”

“We’ll have to cross the alley to the other warehouse where
we came in. The longer we wait, the more certainly we’ll be
trapped here.”

Zip was thinking furiously. “The pirates are bound to find the
tunnel if we do that. I’'m afraid most of us are about to be
captured. Let’s make a break for it and scatter in all directions.
Stavri, you just make sure that you get back to the warechouse
and get to the tunnel. Go warn the others. The pirates don’t even
know about Joe, Mark, and Steve. You and they will have to
complete the assignment.”
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He turned to Jack and Jill. “Sorry, friends,” he said. “It wasn’t
a very good idea to begin with, but I think it was the best we had.
Better get into the shoulder pack and be ready for some fast
action.”

“Okay, David.” The Titanians climbed into the pack.

Outside, Zimbardo and his men had corralled the Tunnel
People into one structure, which they had surrounded. It was the
darkest area of the building complex.

“Mack! Anyone get by you?” James Huss barked into his
radio.

“No sir!” responded Mack crisply. “Saw about eight rebels
but drove them into Building F.”

“Speed?” the Patrol Leader barked again.

“Same here, sir! No one got by us. They’re all in the
building.”

“All right then! Get the reconobots!” ordered their leader.

Two reconobots were brought to the pirate leader, from
where they had been on patrol several blocks away in the more
populated areas of the city.

Huss fired a couple of magnesium flares to illuminate the sky.
They went high, ignited into a cold, bright white light, and hung
below extremely lightweight small parachutes. Almost too
slowly to notice, they dropped incrementally toward the ground.
They would stay useful for about five minutes.

Zip’s heart sank even further when he saw the flares. “That’ll
make our escape even less likely. Stavri, you’ve just got to
succeed. Everyone ready? Then let’s go!”

Outside, Lurton Zimbardo gave the order. “Dispatch the
’bots!” One of the men directed the machines down the alleys by
remote control, and then pressed the button that activated their
general search mode.

Just then, Zip and his companions burst forth from the
building, firing lasers in all directions and scattering like leaves
before a strong breeze. Stones from slingshots flew into the
darkness with a sound like large hornets.

“Stop them!” shouted Zimbardo. At the sudden, unexpected
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outburst, the pirates hesitated only for a second and then
retaliated with laser beams of their own. Uneven Stephen
screamed as he ran and fired, turning in all directions. Others
joined him, hoping to cover Stavri’s dash to the tunnel access.

With daring eagerness, Stavri plunged through the open door
of the warehouse without being hit, and shot through into the
darkness. In the gloom he misstepped and fell headlong into the
shadows. He felt a sudden pain, but got to his feet without
stopping to check for injuries and surged ahead toward the
corridor across the room. At its other end was the entrance to the
tunnel that would take him to safety and help.

Four pirates hurtled through the door after him as he reached
the corridor.

“Stop!” shouted the one in front. Stavri kept moving, but
slower and slower. The pirates pursued him, reaching the
corridor just as Stavri came to its end. Two laser beams lanced
out. Stavri had injured his ankle seriously with his fall and now
collapsed, unable to run any farther. The laser beams passed over
him and savaged the wall beyond.

Stavri Thalassa looked up from where he lay and saw a gaping
hole in the wall that concealed the entrance to the tunnels. The
edges of the hole were smoking, and the scent of moist earth
came sweetly out of the aperture.

Oh, no! thought Stavri, and then the pirates were on him.

“Control tower intact, sir,” reported the technician at the
bridge. “Fuel depot destroyed, looks like some time ago. Signs
of repair, but far from completion. It is about 4:20 a.m., Eagle
City time. Barracks in Sector H recently burned.”

The technician was scanning the area of Eagle City from a
high-powered reconnaissance telescope that produced its image
on a large screen in the bridge of the flagship St. George of the
Earth fleet. Commander Quentin De Koven stood behind the
technician and was looking over his shoulder as he made the
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report.

“Thank you, ensign,” said the Commander. A moment later, in
his office, he was in closed, encrypted radio contact with
Commander Lewis. In less than an hour they would come within
firing range of Eagle City. If all went well, the first ships could
land within an hour and a half.

Commander De Koven provided the facts of the most recent
report on the status of Eagle City, and added that there had still
been no contact with the Starmen since their arrival on Mars.

“But it appears that the Starmen have had some success
against the pirates,” he added. “Or someone has.” He sent the
message and waited fifteen minutes for the reply.

“With the destruction of the fuel plant, the first assignment has
been achieved,” reasoned Commander Lewis. “Attack when you
are ready.”

“Very well,” affirmed Commander De Koven. “We will launch
a blitz attack against the pirates. It looks as if there will be no
new information forthcoming, so there is no need to wait. As
soon as we are within range, we will take charge.”

Captain Troy Putnam was standing in the control tower,
looking out a window toward the falling magnesium flares and
holding a portable radio in his hand. It seemed to those around
him that he never slept. He tried to keep tabs personally on
everything that was happening and insisted on frequent detailed
reports from all subordinates.

“Sir, we have captured all rebels with reconobots,” came the
voice of Lurton Zimbardo over the radio. “All have been fully
subdued.”

“Fine work, Mr. Zimbardo! I am very pleased!”

“The leader appears to have been the Starman, sir. He is now
in our custody.”

Putnam felt a surge of elation shoot through him, more
powerful than a shot of adrenaline. He knew that Ban Zou Men
would hear and know. He had pulled the situation away from the
brink of disaster! Victory would be his before noon!

“What would you like us to do with them, sir?”
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“Bring them to the compound closest to the control tower! I
will have them questioned!”

“Yes, sir. And sir?”

“Go on.”

“We have discovered an entrance into a system of tunnels that
apparently connects various sections of the city. It is likely that
this is how the rebels were able to effect their sabotage.”

Captain Putnam’s eyes glowed. “Excellent, Lurton! Oh,
excellent! Use the reconobots to bring in the captives, and take
the large force of men you’ve got and ransack the tunnels. Bring
out anyone you find.”

“Captain Putnam,” cried out a technician in the control tower
in Eagle City. “The Earth fleet is about an hour away.”

Captain Putnam jerked his head around and ran to the screen.

“Prepare the defense lasers!” he shouted. “Put the Gray Fleet
on highest alert! Final victory is at hand, and I won’t have it
taken from me now!”

“Yes sir!”

The alarm went out.

Zip and the Tunnel People lay immobile in the alley between
the warehouses. The magnesium flares had faded, and the
predawn darkness covered the ignominy of the Starman’s defeat.
Two reconobots stood guard over the fallen men.

Lurton Zimbardo walked up to the nearest body. He inhaled
quickly, and then exhaled loudly. “Get ’em up,” he ordered,
giving the fallen prisoner a mild kick.

“Get up!” shouted one of the pirates. Only about five of
them remained in the alley. At Captain Putnam’s command,
Patrol Leader James Huss and about seventy-five pirates had
gleefully poured into the tunnel entrance opened up by the laser
shots fired at Stavri Thalassa.

Zip and his partners slowly stood on their feet, paying no
attention as their weapons dropped to the pavement.

“You two men,” said Zimbardo, indicating two of the pirates,
“come with me. We’ll take these rebels to the prison compound
nearest the tower. The rest of you keep watch here until the
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others come out of the tunnels.”

Zimbardo went up to Zip, looked him in the face, and then
suddenly slapped him hard. Although Zip could see the
movement, his reactions were far too slow to stop it. His head
snapped to one side, then moved slowly back to center, his cheek
flaming red but his eyes still glazed.

“They’re punched, all right,” said the pirate leader. “Let’s get
going.”

The man gave Zip a hard push. “Move!” he said. Zip
stumbled but stayed on his feet, swayed a little, and then began
to walk down the alley. His companions followed, all walking
very slowly as if nearly asleep.

Zimbardo and the reconobots led the line of prisoners down
the alley. Two pirates followed up at the rear of the line. Zip and
the Tunnel People shuffled along slowly, their heads bobbing
gently from side to side, their mouths slack, their arms hanging
loosely.

Joe, Mark, and Steve were waiting in a large confluence of
several tunnels a few hundred yards from where Zip and his men
had ascended to the warehouse. About forty Tunnel People were
with them. After Zip returned with a report of the success of his
mission, Joe was to make contact with Jack and Jill and track the
progress of the disabling of the pirates’ communication system.
When that goal had been achieved, the Starmen would enter the
city from three different places and take control.

“Here they come,” said Joe. The sound of many feet was
coming down the tunnel.

“No lights,” observed Mark. “Maybe something’s wrong.”

The light from the gathering area shone into the tunnel from
which the sound was coming. Suddenly into the light came, not a
man, but a squat metal robot.

“It’s a reconobot!” shouted one of the Tunnel People.

The robot paused at the end of the tunnel, and then turned to
enter the confluence. Joe fired his laser pistol as it crossed the
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threshold. The beam spread into a shower of diffused red light.
Two others fired their laser pistols a moment later, but their
beams likewise scattered harmlessly, momentarily lighting up the
tunnel wall. In the dark shaft behind, the pirate leader James
Huss grinned in satisfaction. He could hear the bodies fall as the
reconobot activated its paralyzing beam.

Outside, the eastern sky was showing just a pale glow. Dawn
was still over an hour away. A group of over a hundred men was
marching slowly down an alley and into the main thoroughfare.
Most were armed, but showing no signs of vigilance. They
chattered gladly, sometimes making jokes at the expense of the
few in the middle of the group.

A line of men with glazed eyes and loose joints shuffled
forward. They were being taken to the compound near the tower.
James Huss was reporting by radio.

“—captured them all, sir. The reconobot did all the work. No
casualties. Forty-two prisoners. We should have them at the
compound in less than ten minutes.”

Troy Putnam answered. “Good work, Mr. Huss! Very good
work! Leave the prisoners in the custody of the reconobots and
ten men. Take the rest of your men and return to the tunnels.
Search them thoroughly. These men you have captured must
have some kind of headquarters or central organization. Find it!
Rout it out!”

“Yes sir!” Huss gave the orders, and the group divided into
two parts. The greater returned to the tunnels and disappeared
into the dark shaft and the maze below. The others went on
toward the prisoners’ compound. Before too long, the three
Starmen, Steve, and the strongest fighters among the Tunnel
People were prisoners together, lying flat on the ground under
the watchful, sleepless guard of the reconobots.
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Chapter 18: The Hubris of Technology

WHEN ZIP HAD FALLEN in the alley, Jack and Jill had leaped out
of the shoulder pack. They huddled underneath the folds of Zip’s
coat and peeked out on the action. The reconobot that had felled
the Tunnel People rolled by slowly.

A pirate came to the door of the warehouse across the alley.

“Sir!” he shouted. “Mr. Zimbardo! Come quickly! A passage!
We’ve found a secret passage!”

Lurton Zimbardo ran to the door, followed by James Huss and
a few others. All the pirates watched the action. The fallen
Tunnel People in the alley were no longer a threat.

Jack leaped onto the reconobot. In seconds he had found and
opened the access door. He motioned to Jill and she joined him.
Both the Titanians entered the reconobot and closed the door
behind them.

Inside the reconobot Jack turned on a tiny light, which
allowed him to see what he was doing. He worked quickly but
thoroughly, taking no notice of what was happening or where
they were going. But line by line, file by file, program by
program, he altered the reconobot’s programming, leaving no
trace of his work.

Gradually, by moving along the signal coming into the
reconobot, he inveigled his way into the master computer
network in the tower. Having established his access, he waited
for an opportune time to take over control of the reconobot. In
the meantime, by listening in, he and Jill tracked the events of
the remainder of the dark hour.

A few minutes before dawn the opportune time arrived. Most
of the pirates assigned to the area closest to the tower were in the
tunnels. A few remained on guard in the prisoners’ compound,
but most of the watch on the captives was being done by the
reconobots. Jack took charge of the reconobot in which he was
concealed and then extended his control through the main
computer system and disabled all of the other reconobots. The
prisoners were now free from the paralyzing influence of their
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electronic captors.

They all felt themselves returning to normal at the same
time. They had no plan, but Zip set the pattern for the others. As
soon as the pirate nearest him had turned away, Zip leaped to his
feet and tackled him silently. The other former captives likewise
jumped up and disabled the remaining pirates.

Jack and Jill emerged from the reconobot.

“Jack! Jill! You’ve saved us!” said Zip. Quickly Jack
explained what he had done.

“Fine! Fine!” Zip’s mind raced. “Jill! You take this ’bot and
go crash the communications center. Fast as you can! Jack, you
come with us to the pirates’ command post in the tower. With
your help, we’ll take control of it and put an end to Troy
Putnam’s attempt to take over Mars.”

Jill entered another reconobot and took off to the place Zip
had indicated. Her reconobot had been programmed to make a
random check of hiding places within a specified area, and to
send out an alarm if it located any intruder.

Within five minutes she had come into the proximity of the
major communications center, three blocks from the tower.
About a half dozen men stood guard around the main entrance,
with as many again just inside the foyer. Jill’s reconobot glided
up the street in front of the center, apparently on a patrol.

“What’s that reconobot doing here?” asked one man. “They
don’t usually patrol this sector, do they?” His neighbor shrugged
his shoulders. It was his last voluntary action for some time. The
robot’s sensors suddenly turned and faced the front of the
building and let loose a high powered paralyzing frequency. The
men in front of the building and those in the front room dropped
senseless.

Jill quickly directed the reconobot to enter the building and
passed through the lower story, disabling all she met. She went to
the heart of the communications center and disrupted all
communications between the various patrols and centers. The
main data stream to the command post, however, she maintained.
Editing randomly-selected messages that had been posted
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previously, she gave the command post the impression that all
was well. It would not deceive them for long, but it would give
Jack several minutes to accomplish his assignment.

The pirates throughout the rest of Eagle City had been
keeping tabs on the events of the central area. Exultant over the
capture of the Tunnel People, they were thrown into disarray
when the communications system failed. A flurry of reports and
requests for assistance came into the master computer terminal.
All were quietly stored in the circuitry, and none of them
registered on the communicators. The technicians in the pirates’
headquarters had no inkling of anything out of the ordinary. Jill
was fulfilling her task.

As soon as the messages came in, however, Jill sent a
message to all parts of the city, promising that help would be
coming soon. She added that a large force of rebels had attacked
the communications center and disabled it. She embellished the
report by warning the pirates that some rebels were wearing
pirates’ uniforms and were trying to infiltrate sections of the city
that were forbidden to ordinary citizens.

Many of the freed Tunnel People, now armed with weapons
they had found in the barracks near the prisoners’ compound,
added to the confusion by sniping from rooftops and through
windows of abandoned buildings. They never stayed in one place
for long and rarely shot twice from the same position. This made
it nearly impossible for them to be detected and created the
impression that their number was much larger than it was.

For safety, Captain Putnam and his primary assistants were in
an inner room without windows. Their technicians spent most of
their time watching their computer screens. Because of their
confidence in high technology, they rarely stepped into the
control center to look out the windows to see what was really
happening. Their control over the city was rapidly unraveling,
and they were completely unaware of it.
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Realizing that the Earth fleet was in final approach to
Martian airspace, Troy Putnam confidently gave the command.
“Gray Fleet, lift off and engage these invaders in battle!” His
eyes sparkling with satisfaction as he closed communications, he
knew he had sufficient fuel in his warcraft to defend against the
Earth ships at such close quarters. His battlecraft outnumbered
and outgunned whatever Earth could have mustered in their
slapdash attempt to regain supremacy on Mars. With a jaunty
lopsided smile, the pirate captain imagined for a moment how
Ban Zou Men would approve! He had no idea that Jill had
prevented his command from reaching any of the pirates. He
would wait in vain for the roar of his warcraft departing the
planet en mass.

Still, the battle for control of Eagle City was far from over.

Standing in front of the main entrance to the control tower was
a huge man named Wynn Sturgess. He was in charge of the main
guard at the entrance to the control tower. Wynn Sturgess looked
like a man of iron, weighing about 280 pounds and standing well
over six feet. He’d been an asteroid miner in charge of a small
company. To keep in shape in the negligible gravity of his
environment, he took vitamins and exercised fanatically. His
massive size was mostly muscle. Although personally selected
by Troy Putnam mostly because of his size, he was also
markedly capable.

There were twenty men under him, responsible for the
security of the tower. When Zip and his men had shown the first
sign of organized rebellion, Wynn had called to his guards,
wakening most of them from a sound sleep. They had
surrounded the tower and were alert for any sign of trouble.
Some were posted in the stairwells inside.

Reconobots patrolled the streets in the vicinity of
headquarters. The light of the magnesium flares was dimly
visible several blocks away. The shouts of confused men came
from distant quarters, and the occasional light of power lasers
speared the night from the direction of the airfield behind the
tower. Wynn was uncomfortable, but having no orders from
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headquarters, he just increased his vigilance.

“We’ve got to take the tower next,” said Zip to Joe. Mark
and Steve Cliff had taken most of the Tunnel People into the city
to harass the pirates. Joe, Uneven Stephen, and a few other
Tunnel People had remained.

“Here’s my plan.”

“Let’s hope it’s better than the last one,” said Joe.

“No time to plan in detail, but this should do it. Two of us
will wear uniforms that identify us as pirates. Jack in the
reconobot will go with us to the tower, apparently holding the
rest of you captive. That masquerade should get us to the tower.
Jack will then disable the pirates inside, and we’ll be able to take
the tower, if all goes well.” He continued to explain the plan in
greater detail.

“Good plan, Zip,” said Joe. “Should work fine.”

“Let’s go,” said Zip to the others. He and another who were
about the same size as the men they had overcome took the
pirates’ outer clothing and weapons. They lined up the remaining
Tunnel People, including Stephen, and with little delay made
what appeared to be a line of captives. With Zip in charge they
moved toward the tower, accompanied by the reconobot with its
small stowaway.

In a short time, the procession rounded the corner and
entered the main square in front of the tower. Wynn Sturgess’
eyes narrowed when he saw them. When the procession
approached the tower he ordered them to stop.

“Where are you going?” he roared.

“Captain Putnam wants to question these prisoners,”
answered Zip. “He ordered me to bring them here.”

“You’re lying!” shouted Wynn Sturgess, whipping his power
laser rifle into position. “The Captain would not order any
prisoners brought to this place! Don’t move or we’ll fry you
where you stand!” He called out to a half dozen guards who were
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keeping watch nearby, and ordered them to surround the
prisoners.

Just what we want, thought Zip with an inward grin of
satisfaction.

Holding his weapon with one hand, Wynn raised the radio to
his lips with the other. “Sturgess to tower. Come in.” There was
no answer. At first he was confused, and repeated the call. When
there was still no answer, he became alarmed.

“What’s the problem, Jack?” asked Zip. That was Jack’s cue.
He had taken the time during the confrontation to lock onto the
seven pirate guards. When Zip said the name “Jack,” he
activated the paralyzing frequency. The seven dropped. The
former captives grabbed their weapons and ran for the tower.
Jack sped along with them in the reconobot.

Zip, Joe, and their men entered the tower at the main
entrance, ready to capture anyone who came out that way. Zip
and a few of them stayed in the foyer out of sight, guarding the
door from any pirates who might try to enter. Jack went ahead
into the tower precincts at a normal reconobot cruising pace. Led
by Joe, the others followed a moment later, intending to give
Jack time to disable the guards inside before they entered.

“What is that robot doing in here?” exclaimed one of the
guards inside. “We need all the reconobots on the streets. Take it
back outside.” One of the other guards moved to the robot. When
he touched it, he slumped over limp and unconscious.

“What—?” cried the guard. But at that moment Jack released
all of the reconobot’s weaponry and every human within the
corridor fell senseless to the floor.

Jack then went into the next room and effected the same
action. Room by room he toured the building. Everywhere he
went, the inhabitants dropped unconscious.

Soon, the remaining guards outside were protecting a
building inhabited only by silent and unwitting men, except for
the topmost floor. That was occupied by the leaders, who were in
the inner room still unaware of the situation. The technicians had
their eyes fixed on their bright, uncomplaining computer screens.
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After Jack had neutralized the lower two floors, Joe and a
half dozen Tunnel People hastened toward the top floor of the
tower. Joe wanted to make the arrest of Troy Putnam personally.
He ran up to the topmost room, followed by the crowd of armed
Tunnel People, burst into it, and ordered all of the technicians to
raise their hands and step away from their consoles.

Mike, who had supervised the landing of the pirates two and a
half weeks earlier, wore an expression of rank disbelief. This
time, it was someone else in control, with the lasers to back up
the claim. His eyes shot from one corner to another, but there
was no escape.

In the street below, a huge hulk of a man was stumbling to
his feet. The force of the paralyzing frequency that had felled his
partners gave a good blow to Wynn Sturgess, but it did not
render him unconscious. Zip and his companions had their backs
to the street, waiting for Joe and his men to greet them and allow
them access to the inner workings of the tower.

Wynn was furious. Silently, he began to move like a bull
toward the door of the tower.

Chapter 19: Mop Up

WITH HIS ARMS spread wide, Wynn Sturgess plowed into the
group of Tunnel People from behind, knocking most of them flat
and piling them up on one another like firewood. Roaring, he
threw two men to one side in his rush to get to Zip, whom he
blamed for his failure to protect the tower from incursion.

At the first sound Zip began to turn his head, but the impact
knocked him forward several feet. He skidded on his side,
sliding on his right ear. His index finger was wrapped around the
trigger of his weapon. When he landed, his finger slammed into
the hard floor and was crushed. His gun went off, letting loose a
blast of red ferocity into the wall.
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As he saw Wynn reaching for him, his face distorted with
uncontrolled fury, Zip quickly got onto all fours and then
released a powerful kick with his right leg, straight back toward
Wynn'’s face.

Wynn saw the kick coming and shielded his face with spread
hands, absorbing the blow. He threw Zip’s leg aside and picked
him up by the waist, turned him so that Zip faced him, and
placed the Starman none too gently on the ground.

“You squeaking little cellar rat!” the pirate bellowed. “I’1l
knock your head into orbit!” He reached back an enormous fist
and prepared to let fly.

An equally large hand took hold of Wynn’s fist while it was
cocked and pulled him back off balance. Wynn let go of Zip and
fought to stay on his feet as he was propelled into the center of
the room. Zip stumbled back two steps, dazed.

“I’ve been put under by that paralyzing beam for a little
while myself,” said a calm voice. “You’re not quite yourself yet.
I’ll give you a minute—even two, if you think you need it—to
rest up before I show you who’s in charge of the tower now.”

It was Uneven Stephen. He stood calmly and confidently,
facing Wynn Sturgess. The other Tunnel People were all on their
feet now, but not one of them even thought of raising a weapon.

Wynn was taken aback, but didn’t stay confused long. He
glared at Stephen, made two fists, and yelled, “I don’t need any
rest!” He leaped at Stephen.

He was quicker than Stephen had guessed. Wynn’s left fist
crashed past Stephen’s guard and struck him squarely on the
right cheek, snapping his head to the left. The right fist came an
instant later, but Stephen’s left arm shot up and deflected the
blow so that it only glanced by his crown.

Stephen reached under Wynn’s arms for his broad chest with
both hands spread and pushed hard. The pirate’s momentum was
checked, and with a powerful thrust Stephen drove him away.
Wynn back-pedaled again to keep from sprawling. The two men
faced each other. Stephen’s cheek was bright red, and a smear of
blood came out of the corner of his mouth. But his eyes were
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bright and unblinking, focused directly on Wynn’s eyes.

Stephen charged without warning, feinted with his right fist to
draw Wynn’s arm toward him. Then Stephen’s left fist crashed
against Wynn’s jaw, followed up directly by his unstoppable
right fist to his sternum. The strength of many years of striking
the chisel to carve hard stone was behind the blow. Wynn flew
out the door, airborne for a few feet. His heels struck the top of
the steps as gravity took over once again, and he pitched over
into the street, finally coming to rest spread-eagled and face
down. His final position was comfortable enough for the nap he
would enjoy for a little while to come.

Joe whipped open the door to the inner sanctum. Troy
Putnam was inside, seated at a long table with four other
uniformed men. A computer technician was at one end of the
table, working at a small keyboard. All six looked up with
amazement on their faces. Their mouths dropped open.

“You are under arrest,” announced Joe, with a laser pistol in
each hand. A small crowd of Tunnel People was close behind
him, weapons drawn. Troy Putnam turned gray. He emitted a
faint cry, clutched his head, and then fell to the floor, moaning
piteously.

“I don’t have to tell you to keep close watch on these,” Joe
said to his companions. “There’s still work to be done.”

Leaving Putnam and his crew in the custody of the six
Tunnel People, Joe went back into the next room and approached
the master console.

“Okay, Jill. We’ve got it,” he said.

“You in control now, Joe,” came the Titanian’s small,
whispery voice through the communications system. “I now
restoring communication system.”

Joe punched in the frequency for the Earth fleet.

In space, not far away the three hundred Earth ships were
speeding into Martian airspace. The signal, long-hoped for but
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almost despaired of, was coming through at last.

“Starman Joe Taylor calling from Eagle City to Earth fleet.
The tower is in the possession of loyalists. The pirate leader Troy
Putnam has been captured. All but a few pirate ships are
grounded. A few ships may have lifted off within the past few
minutes and should be intercepted. We await your arrival as soon
as possible. A lot of mopping up still needs to be done.”

“About time,” said Zip a few moments later, as the door
opened into the foyer of the tower building. Joe stepped through,
followed by a number of Tunnel People.

“What happened here?” he asked. He had noted the smoking
slash in the wall, Zip’s cut finger, and Stephen’s blood-streaked
face.

“Stephen decided to subdue one of the pirates the old-
fashioned way,” said Zip. With his thumb, he indicated the street
through the doorway.

Joe squinted a little and looked outside.

“Man!” he exclaimed.

“What’s going on?” asked Zip.

“We’re in charge of the city now,” announced Joe. “Jack and
our men have gone outside and captured the last of the tower
guards from behind—the one direction they never thought to
check. From master control in the liberated building, Jill sent a
message to all pirate communication centers that we have set
mines in the rocket yard and no one is to enter that site until they
can be cleared.”

“That should keep anyone from leaving,” said Zip with
approval.

“She’s done more than that. After that message, she scrambled
communications capability throughout the entire system. All
reconobots are powerless, and all other electronic surveillance
machinery is inoperable. So no one can talk to anyone else—
except face-to-face,” announced Joe with a look of deep
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pleasure, as if he had just successfully carried off a complicated
joke.

It was an hour after sunrise when the Earth fleet became
visible to the naked eye. The ships came in from the east, and
their hulls sparkled in the light of the newly risen sun. Rank after
rank, the ships roared in and landed outside the city limits,
surrounding the city. Commander Quentin De Koven had
ordered them to enter the city simultaneously from all directions,
and to come through every entrance in great force. They were to
search out the pirates and bring them to the central square in
front of the tower.

As the Earth ships landed, Zip took possession of the tower.
He called for the general communication channel and made an
announcement to the citizens of Eagle City.

“This is Starman David Foster. The spacecraft now landing
outside the city limits are the fleet from Earth. The pirate leaders
have been captured and the city is now liberated. Please remain
in your homes until the Earth forces have captured all pirates. An
announcement will be made when it is safe to go outside.”

Nevertheless, after the announcement many people surged
out of their homes in great numbers. The pirate guards, who
shortly before had been well-organized patrols in constant
communication, had suddenly become leaderless bands cut off
from their headquarters and each other