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ground

BY HAL CLEMENT

They were inside the sun, in a temperature of
900 Kelvin. With the refrigerators out there
was only one wild chance to pull through.

The little ship plunged into
the star.

If anyone had asked Jack
Elder to justify his uneasiness,
he could not have obliged. He
might even have gone so far as
to deny any such feeling; but
he would not have been speak-
ing the truth. He had every con-
fidence in the refrigerators of
the Wraith, untried as they
were; he had helped design
them; but the phrase, “Inside
a star,” which he had used so
casually in New York a few
short weeks ago, now seemed to
carry a more tangible—and
deadly—implication.

Admitiedly, the words had
been a half truth, designed to
impress an already awe-struck
audience; the fringes of VV
Cephei’'s far-flung atmosphere
did technically constitute a por-
tion of the giant sun, and he
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was certainly well within those
fringes, but the environment
was certainly not the raging hell
of an atomic furnace which an
unwary listener to his words
might have been led to suppose.
There was actually solid matter
outside the spherical hull of the
tiny interstellar traveler.

Elder sneaked a glance at the
other men in the small cabin.
Dressler, who had collaborated
with him in the design of the
heat-distributor, was looking at
the recording dials pertaining to
the device with every appearance
of satisfaction. Snell, the astro-
physicist, was sitling before the
control board of his weird mass
spectrograph thai was mounted
oulside the hull, and periodically
working knobs and switches
that changed plates and altered
the sensitivity regions of the de-
vice. He had some abstruse
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theory of isotope distribution in
stellar atmospheres, and had
come with the Wraith on her
own test run solely to get his
own data.

Calloway, the pilot, had no
regular duties while the ship
was in free fall. He was en-
gaged in a pastime which in-
creased Elder's uneasiness al-
most to the breaking point.
Hanging before one of the out-
side view screens—the Wraith
had no direct vision ports, as
the electronic heat distributor
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inside the arbitrary fringe of
the stellar atmosphere, It had a
speed far in excess of the star's
parabolic velocity at this dis-
tance—the orbit was practically
a straight line, and they would
be within the atmosphere omly
about three weeks—but it was
considered adequate “for a first
test. The density of the atmos-
phere at this altitude was known
to be neglible, and they expected
no serious alteration of their
path by friction with the par-
ticles of liquid and solid matter,

required an unbroken duct.
for an outer surface—~he was
gazing with interest at the fuzzy
red area that was the image of
VV Cephei’'s core, some three-
quarters of a billion miles dis-
tant, Elder gave the screen a
single glance, and returned to his
own work. The dials before him
were in the green without ex-
ception, and formed a much more
comforting view. If Calloway
must look at stars, he thought,
why not examine the primary of
the VV Cephei system, in the
opposite direction? True, the
blue star was not much farther
away than the core of the red
giant, but at least the Wraith
was comfortably outside it
There was little speech. The
ship was in free fall, in an orbit
that would earry it through a
“grazing”  periastron  point,
about one hundred million miles

and lecul of gas, which
were known to be present.

Snell had assured them of
this; there were certainly, he
said, no solid or liquid objects
to be encountered whose dimen-
sions would much exceed a mi-
cron or two, and even those
must be appallingly rare to per-
mit such a low general density.
Everyone was perfectly at ease,
therefore, with the exception of
Elder . . .

Until a note like the clanging
of an immense gong brought the
four men abruptly to an erect
attitude, to hang poised for sec-
onds in startled silence as the
metallic echoes reverberated
through the spherical hull and
gradually died away.

“Meteor!” gasped Calloway as
he leaped for his controls.

“Nonsense!” snapped the as-
tronomer. “There could be no



GROUND

possible stable orbit in a resist-
ing medium, even one as tenu-
ous as this, Besides we weren't

hit hard—the hull seems to be °

intact.”

“The Earth's atmosphere is a
resisting medium, and lots of
meteors enter it, This one may
have come from outside, and
have nearly matched our veloci-
ty. I'll admit there is no danger,
but what else—" He was inter-
rupted.

“Open your lock! Open yout
lock!” It was a metallic voice
that belonged to none of them,
and was felt as much as heard.
The pilot recognized its source,
turned to his lock switches with
an expression of relief. “Some-
one has tied up to us with a mag-
‘netic grapple,” he said as he
opened the outer door, “he’s
talking to us with a rescue am-
plifier that uses our own hull as
a diaphragm.” '

Elder and Dressler uttered
wordless cries as the meaning
of the pilot's worde penetrated,
and leaped to their control pan-
els. Their refrigerator used an
electronic equivalent of the ex-
panding gas cycle heat absorber
that had served in household re-
frigerators for a good many cen-
turies; and in the present state
of development of the device an
uninterrupted electronic current
had to flow in the outer hull. The
news that a magnet of consider-

\
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able power was attached to the
surface they had nursed so care-
fully did not make the inventors
any happier. Dressler, after a
glance at his meters, gave an
agonized yell.

“What are the fools trying to
do to us? The radiator dropped
more than ninety per cent in
output when they touched. And
howdid they get here, anyway?
Nothing but our gadget could
make a ship habitable for any
length of time in this environ-
ment, and the only one in exis-
tence is right here!”

“It was, I will admit, an un-
comfortable journey.” The new
voice caused them -all to whirl
toward the door of the passage
that led to the air lock. The fig-
ure standing just inside the con-
trol room was obviously human,
but that was all that could be
said about him with any cer-
tainty. He was clad in a heavy"
space suit; the helmet was seal-
ed, and the faceplate darkened
sufficiently to prevent recogni-
tion of the occupant. He drifted
further into the room as they
stared, and half a dozen other
men, similarly dressed, followed
him. As the last one entered the
room, Dressler found his tongue
again.

“Are you aware that your
grapple is seriously impairing
the functioning of our refrigera-’
tor?” he spluttered. “We would®
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appreciate your casting off at
once, before our hull tempera-
ture reaches an insupportable
value. What do you want here,
anyway 7" Sudden realization hit
him. “This test was supposed to
be top secret.”

“Some secrets are hard teo
keep,” replied the first of the in-
truders. “It was hearing about
the test that brought us here.
We are highly interested in your
refrigerator. You will oblige me
by showing at once all the ap-
paratus connected with it.” His
tone was a flat command; theve
was no suggestion of courtesy
or of the slightest interest in
Dressler’s feelings. The inventor
raised his eyebrows in astonish-
menl,

“When tests are complete, we
plan to return to Earth,” he said
loftily. “At that time, we will
be prepared to listen to offers
for the device. Until then, gen-
tlemen, we would prefer to be
alone. I will admit that no steps
have been taken as yet to secure
the necessary patent rights to
our machine; I make no further
apology for our attitude. I have
already pointed out the damage
being caused by your grapple, so
I am sure you will kindly leave
us and break your connection
with our hull as soon as possi-
ble.” :

Elder, listening silently, was
able to imagine an unpleasant
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smile on the stranger’s face as
he answered this speech.

“I am afraid you fail to un-
derstand me. I have no business
interest in your invention—at
least I have no intention of pay-
ing you for it. My purpose will
perhaps be made clearer when
I say that the last berth of my
ship was on Sheliak Three.”
The ugly smile was more im-
plicit than ever in his voice, as
he saw by the reactions of the
four listeners that his words had
carried meaning. The Federa-
tion had made no particular se-
cret of the fact that their patrols
had, about a year since, discov-
ered a Suzeraintist base of em-
barrassing strength on the
planet mentioned, and that ef-
forts to reduce it had been
seriously hampered by the
nearness of the great double
primary Sheliak-——otherwise
known as Beta Lyrae. The Suzer-
aintiste, fanatice, who believed
only in violence and their socio-
political theories, had been a
thorn in the government's side
for years.

“The discovery of -our base,
which you seem to recall, has not
been fatal; but it is rather em-
barrassing. We had planned to
move to another planetary sys-
tem, though it would have been
difficult to do se without being
tracked, until we heard of the
work on this new refrigeration
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of yours. There are two planets
closer to Sheliak than our own,
and Three is already uncomfort-
ably close for existing ships. I
think you understand?”

He did, to Calloway, at least.
The pilot realized instantly that
the planned Suzeraintist retreatl
closer to the twin suns would be
purposeless if the Federation
also possessed the information

regarding thenew protective de-,

vice rand with that facl grasped,
the immediate intentions of the
preseni individua! could not be
in serious doubt. Calloway had
the lightning reactions needed
by a space pilol, and his mind
was working nearly as fast; in
consequence, the pirate had
hardly ceased to speak before
one of his listeners had burst
into frenzied action.

Kicking off from the control
board behind, Calloway streaked
across the room at the leader of
the attackers. The latter swung
up his armored arms defensive-
ly as the heel of the pilot’s big
hand came fiercely at his face
plate; but the Blow was a feint.
The other hand streaked to the
pirate’s belt, and came away
with the tiny flame tube that the
other had been surprised into
forgetting for one precious in-
stant. With a maneuver eimilar
to the pivot parry of the swim-
ming life saver, Calloway con-
tinued past his antagonist,
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turning as he did so, and dis-
charged the weapon against his
armor at a range of a few
inches.

Fortunately for both, the
weapon was set to low power. In
the instant he was able to hold
& on the target, the stream of
flame heated the armor suffi-
ciently to bring a how| of agony
from its occupant—and the re-
flected heat blistered badly, the
hand holding the Alame tube. For
just that instant he held it; then
the pirate’s followers were on
him, and had wrenched the
weapon from his grasp. Callo-
way continued fighting, falling
back on his heavy boots as the
only lethal devices left to him.
About this time the three scien-
tists recovered their wits suffi-
ciently to move; but two of the
armored intruders  detached
themselves from the melee
around the pilot and covered
them with flame tubes.

Unarmed and unarmored as he
was, it took several minutes to
subdue the pilot. For some
reasons the pirates made no at-
tempt to burn him, and it was
not until one of them resorted
to his own taclics and sent
a metal-shod foot slamming
against his skull that the fight
ceased. Calloway relaxed in the
grip of two of the pirates, blood
streaming from temple and
cheek where the metal boot had
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struck; and the leader of the
attackers hung before him, the
pain of his burn reflected in the
snarl with which he spoke.

“l was going to give you a
clean death before we left, it is
necessary that you do not pass
on any embarrassing knowl-
edge. Now I'm going to leave you
alive—and wreck your drive and
communicators. The black body

temperature here is nine hun-.

dred Kelvin, and your hull is
polished so your equilibrium
temperature is a good deal high-
er. You can sit here and watch
it climb!” He turned away,
cringing a little as his scorched
body came in contact with the
rough lining of his armor, and
beckoned to one of the men in
charge of the scientists. “Bring
one of those fellows along. We’ll
collect the refrigerator appara-
tus, Len, you will get any ex-
planations as we take it out.
You,” he addressed Elder harsh-
ly, “will answer his questions.
If we have to ask any of the
others, you won’t hear his an-
swer whether he does or not. Do
you follow me?” Elder indicated
his complete understanding, and
went along at a gesture from
the weapon of his guard. The
other Suzeraintists followed, ex-
cept two who remained with the
prisoners in the control room.
Elder’s will to resist, if it had
ever been strong, was now com-
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pletely paralyzed. He was not a
man of violence or even of ac-
tion, and would have been the
first to admit the fact. He an-
swered the questions of the
Suzeraintist technician without
hesitation or attempt at decep-
tion—it was quickly evident,
anyway, that the fellow was
probably too good to be easily
fooled. He grasped the principles
of the refrigerator-very quickly,
and informed his chief that it
would not be necessary to carry
away all the apparatus; only cer-
tain key parts, which he indicat-
ed. The leader was pleased, and
the others still more so, since
their labor was lightened there-
by. Suddenly, however, the tech-
nician turned to Elder.

“How about that junk that
was mounted just outside the
air lock?” he asked. “I didn’t
look it over closely, but I figured
it was part of the equipment. It
was insulated from the hull, I
noticed.”

“That was not our stuff,” re-
plied the inventor, “It's Snell’s
mass spectrograph. The big disc
which is probably bothering wou
is the cathode—it ionizes the
particles outside of the-hull, and
the ring anode around the ad-
mission slit drags them-in. He
has another electric system to
control -their speed, and—"

“All right; we don’t want it,
and you can’tehurt us with it
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You can’t do much with a cath-
ode gun unless your target's
grounded.” The technician
turned back to the job of dis-
mantling one of Elder’s pet ma-
chines.

By the time the intruders had
finished their work, the atmos-
phere in the Wraith was notice-
ably warmer—not actually hot,
but anyone with a fair imagina-
tion could picture what was
coming. Inventors have good
imaginations as a rule, and even
astronomers at times.

Elder had been returned to the
group of prisoners in the control
room while the last of the equip-
ment was piled together in the
air lock. Then two of the Suzer-
aintists began carrying it to
their own ship, which none of the
prisoners had yet seen, but
which was arousing lively cu-
riosity in the minds of two of
them; and the leader returned
to the control room. He could
not have been seriously burned,
for his activity, had not been
very noticeably impaired, but he
was evidently suffering consid-
erably; and Calloway more than
expected the “Suzeraintists had
no one on board with enough
medical training to treat a sec-
ond degree burn, The prospect
of nursing a collection of blisters
across two or three thousand
light years of space was prob-
ably bothering the fellow fully
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as much as his present discom-
fort. Something certainly was
making him unhappy.

He entered the room, pushed
off from the doorway, and
brought himeelf to a halt againpt
the bulkhead a few feet from
the pilot, at whom he gazed for
several minutes. At last he

- spoke.

“I'm a little undecided about
you,” he said. “l can’t quite
make up my mind whether to
leave you here to die, like I zaid,
or take you along and adminis-
ter the proper punishment my-
self. It would be fun to wateH.
On the other hand, you'd be a
lot safer here; and if anything
were to happen to the equipment
we borrowed between here and
Sheliak, the council might not
like it. So I think I'll leave you
here.” He struck out suddenly
with his metal-gloved fist, catch-
ing Calloway on the side of the
head. The wound made by the
metal boot started bleeding
again, and a number of angry
red marks showed the plate-pat-
tern of the space suit glove; but
the pilot said nothing. The 8u-
zeraintist commander laughed,
and suddenly pushed off toward
the door. “Come along, men.
They're safe enough, and no one
will have to worry about them
for long. 1f all the stuff jsn’t
over in our ship by now, we can
give the rest a hand.” At the
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door he paused, looked back at
the still motionless figures of his
captives, and waved a hand
mockingly. “Good-bye, sirs. 1
am sorry I could ndl do your
bidding at once; but the mag-
netic interference of my grapple
on your hull shall be removed
as soon as Len tells me all our
pnew equipment is stowed—and
that nothing has been forgot-
ten.” The last phrase was uttered
directly at Elder; evidently the
pirate had also thought of the
possibility of attempted decep-
tion or sabotage. With his final
words, the fellow disappeared
down the corridor to the air
lock, and the prisoners felt free
once more to move.

Dressler glided at once to the
pilot.

“There isn’t much first aid
equipment on board,” he said,
“but there must be something.
Come along to the cabins and
we’ll do what we can to that
skull of yours.” Calloway started
to shake his head, and evidently
found the motion too painful;
he spoke instead.

“Never mind that; if we're to
get out of this we can’t waste
time, and if we don’t there’s no
point in patching me up. Are
you sure all that crowd has
left ?”

“I think so; we can check eas-
fly enough. But what can we do?
The refrigerator is gone, which
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means we can live only a dozen
hours at the outside unless we
can get out of here, and that fel-
low said he was going to wreck
our drivers and communicators.”

“Let’s find out how much
damage he did—quickly; we
certainly can do nothing after
they leave, and it shouldn't take
them over half an hour to check
and stow their loot.” As he
spoke, Calloway led the way
down the corridor leading to the
power room.

The exact amount of damage
was not at once evident, for the
various parts of the refrigera-
tor had been installed in differ-
ent places and their removal
made things look worse than
they really were. A close look,
however, showed that the Suzer-
aintist had kept his word. The
coils on each of the four second-
order drive converters had been
fused by a shot from a flame
tube, the insulated case of the
medium crystal had been broken
open, and the crystal itself not
only discharged but shattered to
pieces.

The main phoenix converter
was intact, and there was power
enough available to boil a fair-
sized lake out of its bed in a mat-
ter of seconds; but there was no
way of applying the power to
drive or communicate.

“I guess he just wanted to
tantalize us,” said Elder slowly.
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“He only wrecked the stuff we
could use; and he must have
checked pretty thoroughly. Their
technician asked about your
mass spectrograph outside the
lock, Snell, and did nothing
about it when I told them what
it was. He said a cathode gun
couldn’t be used against an un-
grounded target, and anyway he
must have seen that the leads to
your cathode couldn’t carry a
very dangerous load.” Calloway
listened with growing eagerness
to this tale; when Elder had fin-
ished, he spoke up.

“We needn’t be limited to
those conductors. There are
yards of coaxial superconductor
for converter repairs, and we
could run a line to that cathede
in a few minutes, We couldn’t
insulate it very well, but our
suits are synthetic and would
protect us from anything run-
ning through the hull—it would
tend to run on the surface any-
way. Let’s go!” .

The three scientists shook
their heads negatively in unison,
like three members of a team of
singing waiters. Snell took it
upon himself to explain matters
to the pilot.

“I'm afraid, friend Calloway,
it’s not lack of power that ren-
ders a cathode beam ineffective
in our situation. A cathode ray
{s simply a stream of electrons;
impinging on a grounded target
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they would set up an electric
current through it, which could
be useful if the target is inhab-
ited by men, whose tolerance to
electricity is not exceptionally
high. Unfortunately, that elec-
tron stream encountering a ship
in space simply charges it up
until the electrostatic field form-
ed js strong enough to deflect
the beam. The stronger the
beam, the stronger the field; the
weapon provides its own de-
fense.”

“But it’s something to try;
can you think of anything bet-
ter?” asked the pilot desperate-
ly. “Maybe if we send a heavy
enough beam across, the current .
flowing around their hull to
equalize its potential would be
strong enough to get them. Isn’t
there a chance?” The heads of
Elder and Dressler again oscil-
lated dismally from side to side,
and Snell’s started to share the
motion; but suddenly the as-
tronomer altered the plane of
vibration of his skull ninety de-
grees, and said, “I'll help.you if
you want to try it. As you say,
it’s something to do; and also as
you say—there might be a
chance, Come on; if there is any
good to be gotten from this, it
will have to be done quickly.”

Snell and the pilot made for
the spare-part cabinets along
the walls of the power room, and
began to string the two-inch-
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thick strand of Fleming alloy
from the leads of the phoenix
converter toward the air lock.
1t would not be necessary to run
it through the lock or the hull
iteelf; the mass spectrograph
was mounted in a block of in-
sulating synthetic set directly in
the hull, and access could be had
to the instrument from within
the ship. The other two men did
nothing; they appeared to have
given up all hope, if men can
really be said to surrender all
traces of that emotion. They
were not bereft of reason, how-
ever; and Elder moved rapidly
enough when Snell addressed
him.

“Reg, you might jump up to
the control room and tell us how
far away that other ship is, and
whether he's right in front of
the air lock. He should be—he
must have tied on there, and I
don’t suppose he’s cast off yet.”

Elder went; not only in re-
sponse to the request, but on his
own account. Meaningless as the
answer would shortly be, he
wondered how the Suzeraintist
vessel had protected itself this
far inside VV Cephei's atmos-
phere without the refrigerator
they had come to steal. 'The
screens were still working, and
he was able to examine the ship
closely.

The protection was evident.
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The ship was a sphere like their
own, and only a little larger.
One side was brightly polished,
silvery metal, and that hemis-
phere was turned to face the
crimson heart of the giant sun;
the other was black, to radiate
off as much heat as possible, It
was a standard system on space
craft which were called upon to
approach stars at all closely, and
its effectiveness did not ap-
proach that of the Elder-Dressler
device. That ship must be quite
uncomfortable by this time;
that might have been why the
Suzeraintists were wearing space
suits. An evacuated hull would
have been additional protection
—for a time.

Elder remembered the errand
on which he had been sent,
noted that the other ship was
still directly opposite their air
lock, about two hundred yards
away, and that the line of the
magnetic grapple still extended
across the intervening space. He
returned to the power room with
the information, and met Snell

. and Calloway in the corridor, re-

moving the wall panel that ex-
posed the back of the mass spec-
trograph, It took them only a
few moments to complete this
task, and the pilot at once set to
work joining the cable to the sil-
ver disc that marked the rear of
the heavy eathode. This did not
take long either, as he had a
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molar diffusion welder with a
head set for the Fleming alloy.

While this work was going on,
Elder was sent back to the con-
trol room to keep an eye on the
pirate vessel. Dressler was still
in the power room; he had been
put to work checking the phoenix
converter for damage that the
first inspection might have
failed to disclose.

The entire job took little time;
heavy as it would have been on
a major planet, the Fleming
cable was easy enough to
manipulate in free fall, and
there certainly was no great
complexity to the circuit being
set up. Twenty minutes from the
time the outer air lock door had
closed behind the pirates, every-
thing was ready. By this time
even the two inveniors had
caught the fire of enthusiasm
and were watching eagerly for
the circuit to be closed—if it
could be. It was Calloway who
had to restrain the general
enthusiasm—probably because
he had never considered the at-
tempt anything but a forlorn
hope. He warned them of the
small chance of success as they
all glided from the corridor
where the welding had just been
finished to the control room,
where he at once sought’ the
pilot board from which he could
handle all the power developed
in the room below. Elder re-
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turned to the screen—his watch
had been interrupted as he heard
them approach—and at once
gave an exclamation of alarm.

“They've cast off!” he called.
“The grapple is being drawn
back, and their air lock is
closed.” Calloway promptly
craned his neck to view the plate
for himself, and Snell moved
over beside Elder, The astrono-
mer nodded at what he saw.

“The grapple is about half
way between the ships now, Cal-
loway,” he said quietly. “I'd ad-
vise letting go as soon as you
can; I doubt if they’ll hang
around long after the cable is
reeled in.” Calloway’s reply was
equally quiet.

“The switch is closed.”

Four pairs of ears strained
for a nonexistent sound, and
four pairs of eyes sought the
screep, which still showed the
enemy sphere hanging unharmed
beside them. Neither eyes nor
ears caught any sign of the ter-
rific load that was being slam-
med into space from the silver
disc begide their air lock.

“We're in an atmosphere,”
said Calloway suddenly. “Would-
n’t that ground our charge?”

“You could stuff radio tubes
with this atmosphere and find
them working nicely,” said the
astronomer briefly. “The only
difference between this atmos-
phere and empty space is the
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factor I used to tell you when
we were in it—Holy Smoke, why
didn’t I think of that!”

His companions had no time
to ask for an elucidation of this
remark. On the heels of the as-
trophysicist's words, the eyes
fixed on the viewplate were
abruptly dazzled by a flare of
yellow-green light that suddenly
erupted in froni of the image
of the other ship. Calloway,
whose eyes were by far the fast-
est, was sure it had jetted orig-
inally from the end of the grap-
ple cable, of which a few yards
had been still projecting; but
now there was no way to be sure.
The flare was not just a spark;
it continued, lhe automatic
safety controls on the screen
cutting down Lhe brilliancy of
the image so that nothing else
could be seen. Calloway made a
movement to open the switch,
and was stopped at once by
Snell.

“Leave it on!” exclaimed the
astronomer. “Leave it on until
we touch! We have no drive, re-
member!” The pilot obeyed, only
half understanding what went
on. He let the power run for
pearly five minutes, and finally
cut it off when Snell signaled
him to do so. The plate instantly
cleared.

Thne other sphere was a scant
fifty yards away, and visibly
drawing closer. An area eight or
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ten yards across, centered at the
spot where the magnetic grapple
had been projected, was glowing
a fierce white; and a wave of
heat from the corridor where
the cathodé was mounted caused
the men to realize that their own
hull could be in little better con-
dition. Investigation showed,
however, that only the anode of
the mass spectrograph had suf-
fered seriously—the insulating
block in which the device was
mounted had held up very well.
Snell’s instrument, however, was
a hopeless ruin.

There was no sign of activity
on the other ship. Calloway and
Snell donned space suits and
went across, gaining access
through the lock on the further
side. They found three charred
bodies in the air lock toward the
Wraith, four rigid forms in the
control room, and a single living
pirdte in one of the bunks who
was just recovering the use of

- his limbs after a heavy electric

shock, He was quickly disarmed
and locked in his cabin; and Cal- ~
loway  immediately attached
grapples to the Wraith and be-
gan accelerating as hard as he
dared away from the core of VV
Cephei.

Three hours later, when they
had attained open space and
made a short second-order leap
to safety, the others joined them
in the Suzeraintist ship. Elder
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and Dressler had a question to
ask.

“Snell, just what closed that
circuit? Cal's idea of knocking
them out before the hull loaded
up was nonsense from the first;
and you said that there was
practically no matter outside
our hull to conduct electricity.
Anyway, gases and dust particles
are rotten conductors. You
seemed to expect something just
before things let go; what was
it?” The astronomer smiled.

“T should have thought of it
sooner. Of course, a complete
circuit was what we needed.
That length of cable projecting
toward our hull helped a lot—
don’t jump on me, I know it
wasn’t enough by itself, but it
helped, as I say. The real decid-
ing factor wag that.” He pointed
through a port in the control
room wall. The others stared,
and said nothing. Beyond the
transparent window was the
dazzling blue-white glare of a
sun, a sun near enough to show
a perceptible disc. It hung close
beside the foggy red bubble that
was the red giant they had just
laft, Snell saw the uncompre-
hehding expressions on the three
faces, and smiled again.

“Gentlemen, meet VV Cephei
—the primary of the system we
have just left. It is the one you
see from Earth with a telescope.
It's fainter and less massive, but
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far more voluminous, companion
occupies a large fraction of the
space between, so thal one sur-
face is comparatively close to
the primary—a primary far
brighter than Sol, and a class B
sun, which means lots and lots
of ultra-violet radiation"—he
smiled faintly once more as Eld-
er’s whistle of comprehension
reached his ears—"which in turn
means a heavily ionized layer in
the region of the companion’s
atmosphere nearest the primary.
There are other such systems—
Epsilon and Zeta Aurigae, to
name two. [ will admit that the
actual ion density is very small,
but coupled with the local field
intensity caused by the project-
ing cable it was enough to start
things, and the vapor produced
when the cable boiled away un-

doubtedly helped. Is it clear
enough ?”
“No,” said Calloway. “That

current was running through
both ships, Why didn't it get
us? We weren't prdotected any
more than they.”

“Not through both ships.
Through their ship, and through
our Fleming cable, which is a
superconductor. Their entire
hull had a far higher resistance
than our cable, so in their ship
the current went through men
where it could—the fellow in the
bed, luckily for him, was prob-
ably touching metal at only one
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spot. The others were up and
around, and even if they didn’t
close a circuit with their bodies
in the first instant, I am sure
none of them would have had
self-contro] enough to stand still
when he found himself alive,
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“And that, I think, js that. I
want to go back to Earth and
get a new spectrograph. I'll have
to do all my work over again,
blast it; I forgot to' remove my
plates from the machine before
we closed the circuit.”




