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Two green flashes came from the death ship.
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FOREWORD







The line between possibility and imagination is not easy to define. Wild dreams of flying a few centuries ago have become the commonplace of travel. Electricity, radio, synthetic chemistry, and the study of the atom have shown us new worlds, more striking than any fiction. To deny the existence of other worlds is even more vain than to conceive their eventual conquest. For knowledge should teach us above all that every fact is a matter of opinion.



Chapter I

The Wonder Machine

Engines roaring a thundering symphony of speed, exhausts streaming thin trails of blue flame, the three motor-cyclists were haring down the narrow country road.

Heavy competition coats strapped about them, helmets and goggles covering their heads, they looked like some strange speed demons loosed on an innocent, unoffending countryside.

Astride a big Brough, Peter Handley was humming a joyous tune. Fair, curly-headed, twenty-three, Peter was enjoying himself. Just beginning a journalistic career, he had laid down his pen for a brief holiday.

Roaring along beside him on a B.S.A. was short, dumpy, Philip Joyce. In spite of his size he had big, square shoulders, and he got about as easily as most. Twenty-one, still at Public School, he was expecting shortly to enter his father’s business as a chartered accountant.

Behind them rode Victor Standish, a slim young man of twenty—happy-go-lucky Vic. Nothing ever upset him, and he made a good companion.

His bike was a bit of a crock—age uncertain—and that was why he hung behind the others.

But he knew his old bike inside out, and just now he was listening intently to the roaring machine beneath him.

Something was wrong. There was a different note in the rattle and clatter.

Then, without warning, Vic’s machine packed up. It gave one coughing splutter and then expired.

“Hi!” Vic’s roar followed the motor-cyclists in front, and they drew to a sudden screeching stop.

“Why don’t you pawn it?” Philip Joyce yelled as he looked back. He was inclined to be snappy at times, but behind his brusque manner was a good heart.

The two motor-cyclists turned their machines round and came slowly back to where Vie was bent over his machine tinkering about. But the machine seemed to have given up for good now.

The three spent a quarter of an hour over the machine, getting thoroughly black and oily, but she refused even to splutter.

“Better find a garage,” suggested Peter. “Reckon it’s the mag.”

“Reckon it’s the whole blooming collection of old iron,” put in Philip.

“She’s all right,” defended Vie. “Never let me down until now. How far is the village?”

“It’ll be about half a mile,” returned Peter as they started to push their machines along the road in imitation.

The three were on holiday, so time was no object, but it was warm work pushing their heavy cycles, and after two or three minutes they propped their machines against a hedge and sat down on the grass verge.

Philip suddenly noticed a big shed some distance from the road.

“By Jove!” he cried. “That looks like some kind of a workshop. There may be a mechanic there who can put the jigger right. I’ll go and have a squint.”

The other two nodded lazily, and their eyes followed Philip as he got up and walked across the field.

He disappeared behind the shed as he searched for a door. A moment later, while Vic and Peter were chatting, a shout came across the road and they both looked up quickly.

“Hi, you chaps!” came Philip’s yell, and he now came into view again.

“He must have found someone,” said Victor.

“Seems pretty excited about it,” Peter returned as they slowly walked towards the shed. “What’s he running for?”

Philip was certainly coming back at a good pace. He arrived breathless.

“What’s all the excitement about?” asked Peter.

Philip spluttered and caught his breath. “It’s the most weird contraption you’ve ever set eyes on,” he said.

“What is?” demanded Vie.

“It’s in that shed,” Philip said hurriedly. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s—it’s like one of those things you see in the pictures. Come on.”

Before the other two could stop him, Philip was tearing back the way he had come. The other two followed and came to the door of the shed. It was wide open, and an amazing sight met the gaze of the three young motorcyclists.

Standing before them in the shed was a high, narrow object which looked like a mixture of a rocket-ship and a balloon. The upper part seemed to consist of aluminium. It glistened brightly. This aluminium rested on a queer-looking kind of base, the top of which formed the floor of the cabin. “Gosh!” gasped Philip. “What on earth is it?”

Victor, youngest but boldest of the three, walked up to the balloon.

“Goodness, it’s nearly all aluminium,” he said. “What is it for? Look! There’s a ladder leading up to the cabin door. Come on, chumps, I’m going to have a squint at this.”

And with this invitation he began to climb up the ladder.

Peter and Philip watched him rather doubtfully.

“Supposing the owner should come along,” said Peter. “He wouldn’t like to see you poking about this thing, whatever it is.”

Philip was curious too, however.

“It’s all right,” he said, and he followed Victor up the ladder and into the cabin.

Peter heard an exclamation of surprise come from the two fellows above him, and without more ado he followed them.

It was an amazing place, crowded with queer gadgets of all kinds. There were curious wires and cylinders, an object that looked like a honeycomb, steel tubes, endless switches, a sort of aluminium cage and, it seemed to their bewildered minds, a hundred other instruments.

“Like a wonder house of the future,” said Philip. “Gosh! what’s this?” and he grabbed one of the many intricate gadgets.

“Looks like some scientific wheeze,” returned Vic.

Peter was gazing curiously at the roof of the cabin. “Listen; what’s that?” he said suddenly.

His two companions stopped to listen, and all three heard, very softly at first, but gradually growing louder, a low hissing noise.

“What on earth——” exclaimed Philip, looking round. “What is it? Where is it coming from?”

“I say,” said Peter doubtfully, “let’s get out.”

“Don’t be a frightened ass,” said Victor. “I think it’s jolly interesting, all of it, but I should like to know what that blessed noise is.”

It all happened because the Professor was hungry!

Even professors must eat, but it was unfortunate that Alfred Joseph Slater, M.D., M.B.E., should have chosen his lunch hour at this time.

On the day this story opens the Professor went home to his lunch as usual, but in no sense was it, for him, a usual day. Indeed, it had been mapped out for a big event, the greatest happening in Slater’s life, and one of which he had long. dreamed—the day for the ascent of the Aeronauticus.

All his dreams and every penny of his money were concentrated in the amazing unit of scientific possibilities—this wonderful balloon.

The prospect of sailing in the unexplored spaces of the sky, of snatching from the stratosphere the secrets it had held since time began, lured the Professor beyond all others.

He had the greatest faith in his balloon. Every detail represented years of thought and work; there was almost an inspiration in every bolt and piece of soldering. But the Professor’s great brain sometimes overlooked important details, and it was so in this case.

Although he had checked and re-checked the design, equipment and accessories of the balloon, there was one thing that he forgot—and that was to lock the door of the hangar before he hurried to his house a short distance away for his lunch. Slater had planned to make the attempt alone and in great secrecy. Besides his wife, only two other people knew of the details of the balloon and of the projected attempt.

These two were Dr. Harrison, an old school mend, and Professor Marsden, who had assisted Slater in the construction of the balloon, which had actually been built in the hangar in which it now stood.

The Professor had arranged to make his momentous start immediately after lunch.

It was a hurried, nervous meal, for Slater was greatly excited. He would not sit down as he swallowed his sandwiches and gulped down a glass of wine, and even as he ate he talked excitedly to his wife.

Looking out of the dining-room window he pointed to the blue sky. “In less than half an hour I shall be up there,” he cried, with the glee of a schoolboy about to start on his first railway trip.

“I shall come down with some of the greatest scientific secrets of all time. At one blow I shall make possible the transatlantic air route.

“For years these half-efficient muddlers, who call themselves scientists, have been tinkering about, trying to discover how an aeroplane could fly from London to New York in a few hours. They have been fiddling with weather reports and studying conditions in the Arctic.

“But it is up there the secrets lie and I will find them. I know I shall.”

Having finished his lunch, Professor Slater prepared to leave the house for the hangar. There was, in fact, little to do, for the balloon had been prepared to perfection for its ascent.

About the only thing he had to do was to scribble a note to the Royal Society informing them officially that his epoch-making attempt was about to begin.

He handed the letter to a servant and then bade his wife “Goodbye”.

At her own wish, Mrs. Slater was remaining in the house, as a natural anxiety for her husband created in her a strong dislike to the idea of seeing the balloon actually ascend.

She bade the Professor an affectionate “Good-bye”, and he left the house.

At the front gate he looked up and down the road for his two friends, Dr. Harrison and Professor Marsden, who were to see him off.

In a few minutes the two men appeared, and then all three walked towards the hangar, Professor Slater talking excitedly about his imminent adventure.

When the three men were about two hundred yards from the hangar, Professor Marsden suddenly stopped.

“Listen! What’s that?” he exclaimed. The others halted and listened intently. There was no mistaking the sound. The loud hissing was clearly audible.

“Good heavens!” shouted Slater, breaking into a run. “Someone’s touched the ascending valve. Quick, or we shall be too late.”

The other two then joined in the scramble for the hangar.

When they were about fifty yards away, they saw the fragile shed being lifted bodily from the ground, at first quite slowly, and then with a sudden rush.

The stratosphere balloon was going up!

As they watched, it was already forty or fifty feet in the air, and the wood and canvas of the shed had fallen from the balloon back to the ground.

Professor Slater stood horrified as he watched. He was unable to say a word, although his lips trembled.

“Stop!” Involuntarily, Professor Marsden lifted up his hand and shouted to whoever might be in the balloon.

Then the three men on the ground had another moment of breathless horror.

Not far from the hangar—or what had been the hangar—was an enormous radio mast, almost a thousand feet in height.

Caught by the wind, the balloon, obviously out of control, was carried swiftly towards the mast, spinning round like a top as it did so.

“Look!” cried Slater, who had now recovered his speech, “it’s going to hit. . . . It’s going to hit. . . . It’ll be smashed like an egg!”

He buried his face in his hands.

Inside the balloon itself there were three terrified and unwilling passengers.

It was the idle curiosity of Philip that had landed them in this astonishing predicament.

He had touched the ascending valve, and Peter, having become thoroughly alarmed by the continued hissing, was about to get out, insisting that the others should do so, when the balloon had suddenly gone up.

Actually he had his hand on the cabin door when the Aeronauticus began to rise.

Then it was too late.

The excitement of the Professor and his companions below had been clearly observed by the boys.

Vie was pale with fright. It was he who saw the radio mast and shouted to the others.

None of them knew anything about the balloon, and Peter looked round the cabin for some kind of control-wheel or lever— something that would enable them quickly to avoid the huge steel pylon.

But he could see nothing that he understood.

In desperation he yelled out: “Hurl yourselves against this side. Quick—as hard as you can.”

Not knowing why they did it, the others obeyed.

The balloon stopped spinning and began to bump its way slightly to the right. Peter’s sudden idea had been an inspiration and, for the moment, they were safe.

They drew a deep breath of relief as they glided past the pylon, which was now so near that they could almost have touched it with their hands.

The balloon was rising steadily, and with anxious faces the trio looked down at the receding earth.

No longer could they make out the figures of the three men; houses and buildings were assuming minute size.

Realizing that if they were to get down again something would have to be done quickly, Peter and his companions made another survey of the contents of the cabin.

But it was all such a fearful jumble. Not one of them could make head or tail of it.

There were several levers in line, but except for one bearing two words “Balloon release” there was nothing to indicate what they were for, and the young men dared not touch any of them for fear of the consequences.

“ If we pull one,” reasoned Peter, “it might deflate the confounded balloon, and we*d drop to earth like a stone.”

“ Why didn’t the fellow who built it label his gadgets?” put in Vic.

“Who knows?” returned Peter hopelessly.

“We must be at least five thousand feet up now “said Philip, who had remained quiet all this time. “We’re probably rising at the speed of one thousand feet a minute. I wonder if the thing will stop itself?”

The others shook their heads gravely and peter once more began an inspection of the bewildering equipment.

“I wish we’d never got into the darned thing,” said Vie. “We’ll probably never get down again.”

“Don’t talk rot,” snapped Philip irritably. “Whoever built this to go up must have made it to come down again. We’ve just got to find out how to do it.”

“Yeah! That’s all!” answered Vie. “And—”

At that moment the cabin of the balloon plunged into darkness.

“Gosh!” cried Philip. “What’s happened?”

Peter laughed.

“It’s all right.” he told them. “We’ve reached a big cloud and we’re passing upwards through it, that’s all.”

Moisture, which collected quickly on the thick windows of the cabin, gave confirmation to Peter’s explanation.

A few seconds later the balloon emerged from the cloud and light poured into the cabin once more.

“ I was just thinking,” said Philip. “ What was this balloon built for? It was obviously meant for some definite purpose. A great deal of time and money must have been spent on it.”

“ There’s no doubt,” replied Peter,(t that it’s one of the balloons built for exploring the stratosphere. We’ve been doing a lot in the old rag lately about experiments to see if it isn’t possible for an aeroplane to fly in a few hours across to America by first of all reaching the stratosphere.”

“I’ve read about it, too,” interposed Vie. “ But—but—I say, those people go up ten miles or more, don’t they? You don’t think we’re going up ten miles, do you?”

“Not if we can help it,” replied Philip. “ The question is, how are we to stop ourselves?” Peter looked at the others.

“I remember reading in another newspaper about some secret attempt that was going to be made on the stratosphere,” he said. “Our senior reporter was talking about it in the office the other day. He said it was all being hushed up. It was to be something on a big scale and that Professor—Salter or Slater, I think the name was— was said to be building a secret balloon somewhere. Heavens, I wonder if this is his balloon!”

He had hardly finished speaking when the balloon suddenly came to a complete standstill.

The trio looked at one another in astonishment that was not unmixed with fear.

They held their breaths, wondering what was going to happen next.

The minutes went by and all three remained still and tense, but the balloon showed no signs of any further movement.

More than an hour had passed and the balloon still remained motionless.

The hour had been filled by intense discussion on the part of Peter, Philip and Vic.

They had taken careful stock of the interior of the cabin and had made notes and diagrams of it.

As they now stared at the row of levers they wished that some heaven-sent inspiration would help them to decide which was the right one to pull to make the balloon descend to the earth as steadily as it had risen. All the levers looked exactly alike.

At last Peter came to a sudden decision.

“Now listen,” he said.

“We’ll have to take a chance. I suggest that we pull back the first lever just an inch or two at first to give us time to discover what its effect will be and if possible, by pushing the lever back quickly, avoid any unpleasant consequences.”

The others agreed to the suggestion and watched breathlessly as Peter, with intense caution, took hold of the first lever and attempted to pull it slightly.

It would not budge, and he applied more pressure. Still the thing refused to work.

Then Peter gave it a tug. Instantly the lever drew back to its full extent. The balloon trembled violently and all three looked at each other with frightened faces.

A moment later there was a roar from below the floor of the cabin and a great sheet of flame leapt out. The cabin itself became filled with smoke.

The trembling of the balloon increased in violence for a second or two and suddenly Peter shouted hoarsely.

“It’s a rocket balloon. I’ve fired off one of the rockets! Lie on the floor and hold tight!”

Almost at once the balloon shot madly into the air.

Lying, clutching the floor of the smoke-filled cabin, the three men were being hurled into the stratosphere at the rate of a thousand miles an hour.

A deafening, thundering noise was in their ears and they were thinking desperately of their lives and safety. Strong as their fear was, they had no conception of the perils which lay before them in the uncharted regions of space.



Chapter II

Hurtling Through Space

Screaming up through space at a thousand miles an hour in a strange machine they knew, nothing about!

The three young men were in a terrifying predicament, and the immediate effect upon them was for their minds completely to “black out “for several tense seconds.

They recovered to find that the balloon had turned on its side, and was travelling parallel with the earth.

Looking out of an observation window Peter could see the earth, far below, hurtling past in one long panorama.

“Gosh!” he breathed. “We’ve stopped going up.”

His two companions in distress joined him at the observation window, when, suddenly, the balloon gave another startling tremor, and went pointing down towards the earth again, leaping towards it at an appalling speed.

“We’ll be smashed to pulp!” Victor gasped the words in horror.

Peter caught a glimpse of some jungle country, but he hadn’t time to think where it was. Something had gone wrong with the balloon, and in less than a minute they would all be hurled to their deaths.

In such moments the mind can act with amazing speed and so it was in this case.

Peter remembered seeing attached to the air-control switch the words, “Balloon release”, but he had had no idea what they meant. Now it came to him in a flash.

“Hold tight!”

He yelled the words as he flung himself across the cabin and jerked the switch back.

The Aeronauticus trembled for a second, there was a peculiar crunching noise as of something being detached, and then with the speed of lightning the cabin righted itself and the structure began its upward plunge to the stratosphere again.

“Phew!” Peter wiped away the beads of perspiration that had formed on his forehead, and through the observation window he saw the balloon floating away.

“Good job that came to me in time,” he shouted. “The balloon should have been released before the rocket was fired. It’s been dragging us along like a parachute turned sideways.”

The three now sat back with clenched hands It was do or die. They were being precipitated into the upper regions of the sky at a thousand miles an hour.

Peter was still looking out of the observation window when the vast space around them became red, a bright red.

It dazzled them and, reflected on their faces, made them look like demons of the nether pit.

All of them started with fear, but before they had time to ask themselves what it meant, the vivid red hue changed to a deep green.

It took them longer to pass through the belt of green than that of the red, but from green the colour changed to orange and then to blue, when it became normal again.

“They must have been belts of rays caused by the sun’s action,” shouted Philip in Peter’s ear.

The words had hardly left his lips when the Aeronauticus plunged into a vast sea of white sparks which seemed to dance everywhere around them.

At the same time they felt their faces and hands tingling so intensely that they cried out in pain. The sparks seemed to penetrate into the cabin, and gave out a slight crackling noise.

Immediately following the tingling sensation, all three felt a series of sharp electric shocks, which caused them to jump about the cabin in a comical fashion.

“Ow!” roared Victor, holding his face in his hands. “I hope we soon get out of this.”

His wish was quickly gratified, and the sea of sparks vanished from sight.

For some time now Philip had found some difficulty in breathing, but although he was rather worried about it he said nothing to the others. Peter had noticed the same thing, and he, too, had kept quiet about it.

It had been obvious to them that the interior of the cabin had been receiving a supply of oxygen, otherwise they would have felt the terrible consequences long before.

But what was happening to the supply now? Was it giving out? Peter and Philip eyed each other gravely, and both were surprised that Victor had said nothing about it. They glanced at the youngest member of the party, and saw then that he was also trying to conceal the fact that he found it difficult to breathe.

None spoke, but as the minutes went by it became impossible for each to hide from the others the fact that he was gasping for air.

One by one they collapsed on the floor of the cabin.

Death from suffocation was close at hand.

As the three lay in a huddled heap on the floor of the space ship the Aeronautics still went shooting upwards at a terrific speed.

So as to hide his agony from the others, Peter lay face downwards on the floor and wondered how soon death would come to them.

There was an intense look of pain on Vic’s face, while Philip sat crouched, pressing his face against the cabin window of super glass, several inches thick and chemically reinforced, hoping to get some relief from that.

Peter felt a sense of dreadful alarm when he saw Vic’s face gradually turn almost black. The boy’s eyes seemed to be starting from his head, and his lips twitched in a state of acute distress.

It seemed to have happened so suddenly, and Peter’s mind was struggling.

With glazed eyes he looked at some of the cylinders in the cabin, and somehow remembered thinking earlier that they could not be oxygen cylinders. Where, then, was the oxygen?

Then he became conscious that something amazing was happening about him.

His first impulse was to imagine that he was on the point of dying. Were his ordinary senses leaving his body?

With his last remaining strength he braced himself and looked around. No, it was no dream or illusion. He could see right through the bodies of his companions. Every detail was clear to him.

Actually the space ship was passing through a belt of X-rays, just as it had passed upwards through other kinds of rays; but Peter knew nothing about that just then.

All he knew was that he was able to look right through the bodies of his friends, and, what was more, he could see through the framework and structure of the Aeronauticus.

Through these natural X-rays, he could see a row of large cylinders built into the wall of the cabin. There were several of them, and he noticed that the first cylinder in the row had its tap turned at a different angle from the others, and that all the cylinders were connected with a group of levers inside the cabin itself.

With the urge of desperation Peter shuffled on his knees to the comer of the cabin where these small levers were placed.

Although only half conscious he realized that the first lever had already been operated, in order, apparently, to make the first cylinder of oxygen function.

With a last despairing effort he dragged at the second lever.

Then for some seconds Peter himself lost consciousness.

He recovered to find Philip standing by his side, shaking him vigorously, and he found that he could breathe again, freely.

The cabin was full of pure air and Vic was sitting up, rubbing his head. Vic’s face had lost its terrible blackness and was now indeed as pale as it had been since the start of their adventure.

Philip looked ill, but seemed to have recovered more quickly than either he or Victor.

Some minutes passed before any of the trio were able to speak, but with fresh life in their lungs they recovered quickly.

Philip was the first to speak.

“That was a narrow shave, Peter,” he said.

“I saw you struggling to work the lever, but I couldn’t move an inch to help you. I must have been near the end myself, because I could see through you fellows!”

Peter smiled faintly.

“That couldn’t have been an illusion,” he answered. “It was reality. We have been through something to do with X-rays. Perhaps they exist in the stratosphere.”

“What puzzles me,” said Philip. “is how first cylinder of oxygen came to be turned on. Although the accident down in the hangar caused the starting lever to operate and the balloon to rise, I can’t see how the first of those small levers admitting oxygen into the cabin could have been made to work. It’s in the opposite corner and couldn’t have been started when Victor pushed you.”

“Come to think of it,” replied Peter thoughtfully, “I am almost certain that the lever was in the operating position all the time. That’s a mystery we might solve later. In the meantime we have lots of things to think about.”

Peter’s words were true, for at that moment something startling happened to the Aeronauticus.

She began to bump slightly, then to rock to and fro with violent jerking movements.

Although she weighed several tons, she was tossed about like a cork. She made a sickening drop of almost a mile. Then she was hurled to the left for a great distance and began to spin with such terrific speed that Peter fell upon Vic and became dizzy and violently sick.

The spinning movement stopped suddenly, but was followed by a frightful movement like that of looping the loop, only a hundred times faster.

Again a sudden standstill and once more that spinning motion.

The ghastly revolutions went on for several minutes, and the rockets seemed to have no effect on the machine.

Then at last the violent convulsions ceased but just as the three men were collecting themselves, the Aeronauticus took an enormous leap in the stratosphere, and there followed a sudden terrific fall.

As the men clung to the seats in the cabin, all kinds of equipment and loosened fastenings crashed about them. Small cylinders, the use of which they did not yet know, instruments for astronomical observations, log-books and a hundred other things hurtled about. Then a cessation of activities again, and the Aeronauticus steadied herself once more, and answered her blaring rockets. She went hurtling upwards into space again.

Badly shaken, all three surveyed the situation.

Victor had received rather a nasty cut on the neck and Philip had quite a big bruise on his left knee.

All felt as though they had been whirled round in a barrel for a dozen hours, but actually the Aeronauticus had been less than a dozen minutes in passing through her ordeal caused by cosmic disturbances. At the moment, they did not realize what a good reason there was for being grateful to those disturbances, unpleasant as they had been. They were soon to find out, however.

Glancing round among what seemed to be a collection of debris on the floor of the cabin, Peter and Philip made some interesting discoveries.

Through the violence of the shocks the Aeronauticus had experienced, a large cupboard that stood near the starboard window had been forced open and its contents thrown out.

A metal box of considerable size was one of the first things picked up by Philip. With his penknife he opened the lid, to reveal a large number of small black tablets.

“What on earth are these for?” asked Philip in a puzzled voice, sniffing them.

The other two looked on with equally mystified expressions.

Then Victor said: “Oh, I say, there’s something printed on the inside of the lid.”

Peter read aloud:

“Super-vitamin tablets. Each represents four thousand calories. One represents sufficient food for one person for one day. Dissolve in the mouth and swallow slowly.”

“Good lord!” growled Victor. “Is a fellow expected to live for a day on one of those things?”

The other two grinned again.

“It looks like it,” answered Philip. “You see, these tablets contain enough nourishment to maintain life and health. Also, they prevent you from over-eating!”

Victor grunted.

“I’d rather have a good plate of roast beef any day.”

“You can’t get roast beef in the stratosphere,” said Philip. “We’re lucky to be alive at all, and I’m hanged if I know how we’re going to get . . . but never mind that now.”

Meanwhile Peter was sorting out the odd collection of articles and Victor turned his head for a moment to gaze out of the cabin window.

“I thought I saw something in the distance,” he remarked. “But I must have been mistaken.”

“Look!” said Peter quickly. “Here is the apparatus showing our speed. Eight hundred and fifty miles an hour and we scarcely seem to be moving.”

With the exception of the moments when the rocket had been fired off and when they were plunged down to earth and back again, they had scarcely been conscious of the terrific speed at which they were hurtling upwards.

As in the case of people flying high in a fast aeroplane, they had no landmarks by which to gauge their rate of travel.

“But there must be some instrument to show our height,” suggested Philip.

Peter nodded.

“It’s probably in this box, but it’s sealed and we’d better leave it alone. We shall know when we get back—if ever we do,” he added with grim humour.

“Hallo, what’s in this wooden box?” said Peter giving it a slight kick. The lid of the box yielded to a little force and the trio were surprised to find that it contained bottles of soda water.

“That’s great,” was Victor’s exclamation. “I’ll try one of them. . . . Oh, and here’s a lifter, too.”

Two surprising things happened when Victor prised the metal cap from the top of the bottle. As it came off the cap went hurtling upwards and hit the roof of the cabin with a loud smack.

The bottle opened with a roar like that of a gun.

“Glory be!” cried Philip, starting back. The explosion had been due to the higher air pressure in the bottle than in the cabin, where, in spite of the oxygen cylinder, the air was thin.

Peter expressed the opinion that the metal top had struck the roof of the cabin because the Aeronauticus was already getting outside the area in which the earth’s force of gravity could be strongly felt.

In sorting out the junk on the floor of the cabin Peter had a difficult task because the Professor had labelled only a few of the things.

There was no indication, for example, as to the use of a large flat box containing a honeycomb-like substance, electrical contacts on which appeared to be fitted for connexion with terminals in the floor of the cabin.

There was also a box arrangement that looked like a wireless set, and Victor, who prided himself on his knowledge of radio, was allowed to tinker with it.

While he did so he sipped at the soda water, which was still fizzing.

Almost immediately his stomach began to swell in a most extraordinary manner.

The others looked startled at first and then laughed. Philip gave him two sharp smacks on the back, and this caused large-sized bubbles to emerge from Vic’s mouth.

Bubble after bubble floated upward in quick succession and Vic’s face was a comical study. “You’ll blow up if you drink any more,” said Peter gravely. As the bubbles rose up Vic’s stomach dwindled to its normal size “That had something to do with air pressure, I suppose,” commented Philip.

Vic didn’t mind being laughed at, but he felt a bit sore when, a minute or two later, after the Aeronauticus had given a slight tremor, his two companions looked at him and again burst into a roar of laughter.

Victor’s long bushy hair was standing up on end as though he had seen twenty ghosts.

“Now what on earth is the cause of that?” asked Philip.

“I expect it has something to do with that wireless set Vic is messing about with,” answered Peter.

This theory seemed to be correct, for when Victor released his hold of what appeared to be a control knob, his hair “flattened out” once more.

“You chaps may laugh,” retorted Vic as he went on tinkering with the super-radio set. “But I’ve got a feeling that I’m making some progress with this set. I could almost swear I heard a sound come from it then.”

Peter and Philip looked at him curiously. They knew that Vic was a queer fellow in some ways, but he was certainly no fool when it cam to radio. Together they bent over the set and as they did so Victor lifted his hand for silence

All three listened intently, wondering at first if they were mistaken in thinking they heard a faint hum come from the set.

Then there was no doubt about it. The hum grew from a low murmur to a strong buzz. The set was “alive”.

Vic pushed the others away impatiently and tried tuning again. A great deal of atmospherics came through at first, and then the hum came in again louder than ever.

Vic made a further adjustment or two, and then the trio held their breaths as they heard a muffled sentence.

What station were they hearing? Was someone trying to get into touch with the Aeronauticus? Or were they wireless waves from some other planet? The three men thrilled at the thought.

Further attempts by Vic brought a voice thundering into the cabin.

“Good lord!” broke out Philip. “Wembley.”

Wembley it was, indeed. The voice was giving a running commentary on the Cup Final.

It was precisely the same running commentary of the classic football match they had heard broadcast two weeks previously. There was the same voice, the same excited descriptions of an attack, the same vivid narration of a penalty episode in the last ten minutes of play—indeed, it was the same broadcast, and now they were hearing it fourteen days later.

Had the Aeronauticus carried them into high regions of the sky where wireless waves continue to exist and do not die?

A programme of dance music followed. It came through loud and clear, but none of them could say when it was originally sent out from London.

But this was only one of the many strange mysteries the three companions were to encounter.

Another important discovery which Peter made was a book in the Professors handwriting.

Unfortunately the handwriting was atrocious, and Peter could make out only parts of it.

The book obviously contained a full description of Aeronauticus and the principle of its working. Incidentally, the Professor referred to Aeronauticus as “the ship”, and certainly this description was now more appropriate, since the balloon part of the structure had become detached.

There were many roughly sketched diagrams in the book, but neither Peter nor Philip could make much out of them.

“I suppose if we go on studying the writing we shall gradually be able to understand more and more of it. Hallo, what’s this?”

Philip looked over Peter’s shoulder at diagram of a peculiar, triangle-shaped object.

“Why,” said Philip, “that must be this metal object here—this one with the point sticking outside the cabin. What does it say about it?”

“That’s what I’m trying to make out,” laughed Peter.

Both of them screwed their foreheads, looked at the writing from different angles, sometimes holding the book at arm’s length.

“That word’s clear enough,” said Philip. “It’s ‘Televista’, but what can it mean?”

“Wait a minute,” replied Peter, who was beginning to decipher at least some of the writing underneath the diagram. “It says something about getting close-up views of the Moon.

“Here you are; listen to this bit. ‘The apparatus is a combination of the principles of television and that of the camera obscura. It will magnify the image of the Moon more than five thousand times. Before operating, unroll screen by pressing switch A. Next turn . . .’ “I can’t make out that bit,” remarked Peter. “But I bet Vic will find out how the thing works. He always does.”

“I say, you chaps,” said Vic, suddenly looking up from the wireless set, “I’ve got some more music coming in. Listen.”

Peter and Philip both looked round, but at that moment their attention was demanded by something of greater urgency and importance than broadcast music.

All three heard a mighty rushing sound, which started as a distant, low growl and became as loud as a thousand hurricanes rolled into one.

Then there was a loud pattering on the roof of the ship as though it were being pelted with stones. The ship gave a short but sudden heave as though some giant had thrown it from his hand, and all three were hurled with tremendous violence against the sides of the cabin.

It was all over in a second.

“That,” said Philip, rubbing his elbow, “was a meteor.”

“How do you know?” asked Peter, holding his wrist where he had banged it.

“I actually saw it flash by,” was the answer. “It seemed very close.”

“Too close for me,” was Peter’s reply. “I suppose those stones, or whatever they were, that hit us, were flying particles from it.”

“I expect so,” agreed his chum.

Vic was nursing a damaged head when hp casually glanced out of the window.

He gave a sudden exclamation.

“Heavens! What is that? I thought I saw something in the

distance before. Look—look!”

Vic was quickly joined at the window by his companions.

It was a weird sight that came into the range of their gaze.

It was a live creature of enormous length, with two huge eyes of intense black.

“Gosh! It’s a monster!” cried Vic, “and nearly a mile long!”

If there were any doubt about the thing being a monster of the stratosphere it was dispelled by the creature, as large as an island, lifting up its gigantic tail in one mighty lash.

From its enormous mouth what looked like thick black smoke poured in dense volumes, and a terrible, poisonous stench filled the cabin, the sides of which began to get red hot. Closer to the ship came the monster in terrible convulsive movements.

“It’s coming for us,” shouted Vic in a voice of terror.

Vic’s fears were only too well founded. The monster was descending upon the helpless trio to smash and destroy the strange thing which had ventured into its realm.



Chapter III

The Monster and a Message from Mars

“Gosh! Look at the thing! It’s breathing poison gas.”

The words came in an explosive cry from Peter Handley, and he coughed violently as the foul, poisonous stuff got to his lungs.

Outside the observation window of the space ship Aeronauticus the three companions could see the ghastly beast following them through the void.

It appeared to be at a standstill, but Peter realized that actually it was travelling at a terrific speed. The speed indicator of the space ship showed well over the eight hundred miles an hour mark, and the huge beast had easily overtaken them.

And all about the space ship was a thunder of sound. It was the cry of the terrific creature, and it was followed by a long-drawn-out hiss or snarl.

Trembling visibly, the three companions saw the giant creature rise above their vision. There was silence for several ghastly moments. Then, with a hurricane of sound, the mighty creature plunged downwards at the ship. The whole sky was blotted out from the sight of the three men, and then it reappeared.

“Missed us!” It was the voice of Philip, strangely tense. The huge creature had missed them! The three realized it immediately. But as it went past they had a closer sight of its dreadful face. It was yellow, yellow with great red blotches on it.

The ship rocked violently by the convulsive displacement of what, nearer the earth, would have been air.

“You’re right,” gasped Peter, and he rushed to the cabin window and looked down.

Sure enough he could see the giant beast make a flashing turn, its ponderous tail lashing with increased fury.

“We’ve got to do something!” Panic tearing at him as he watched, Victor shouted the words.

“By Jove, I wonder——!”

Peter looked at his companions with the peculiar expression of someone about to make a quick and vital decision.

“Worth a try,” he said briefly; and with a final glance at the monster now directly beneath them and terribly close, he leapt to the levers operating the rockets.

With a quick movement he pulled the second lever, and then came that tremendous sheet of flame and deafening roar as the rocket hurled itself downwards.

Without a word all three dashed to the cabin window to see the effect of their missile.

Exactly what the distance between the ship and the great beast was at that moment it was impossible for the three companions to estimate for all notions of space and measurement had been upset.

But they could see the monster’s face clearly and they realized immediately that the beast had presented a wonderful target.

“A hit!” yelled Philip, as he watched the huge rocket explode on the very back of the creature.

For some reason which the three did not understand, but which had something to do with the thinness of the air or the entire absence of it, the flame and smoke caused by the explosion seemed a thousand times greater than would have been the case if the rocket had been similarly hurled at the earth.

Indeed, the smoke was so extensive that for some seconds the monster was hidden from view. As the smoke dispersed, however, they could see the monster falling away below, an enormous gap like a mine crater in its very body.

It grew smaller and smaller, until it became a mere speck Then it disappeared altogether.

But the firing of the rocket had not been without its effect on the space ship.

The Aeronauticus went hurtling upwards at twice the speed at which it had been travelling before The three space travellers were not caring, however. The immediate danger had passed.

“Great idea of yours, Peter!” shouted Philip, “a real inspiration.”

Peter laughed a little hysterically. “Safe for the present!” he replied.

How far the Aeronauticus soared in its new rocket-given life none of the three was able to tell. Certainly they all had a sense of increased upward speed, for the noises made by the ship’s rapid passage were louder, and Peter noticed rather uneasily that the sides of the ship seemed to be growing warm.

Then things began to settle down again. Victor set to tinkering with the wireless set, while Peter and Philip discussed the prospects of their situation.

Peter’s chief anxiety was how to learn as much as he could of the working of the ship.

“Let’s have a look at that book again,” he said, and he and Philip pored over the book, written in Professor Slater’s own appalling Handwriting, which they had found in the ship.

“If only we can discover the secrets of managing the ship,” announced Peter, “all our worries will be at an end. We’ll be able to bring it down.”

Sometimes Philip would be able to decipher a word that had hitherto remained unintelligible, and occasionally Peter would be able to make out a whole new sentence.

All these new word discoveries were carefully written down in Peter’s note-book.

“I think,” said Peter slowly, as he turned over the leaves of the book, “I’ve now got the idea of how to operate the rocket-firing apparatus—one lever to a rocket. There are twenty levers, and that means there must be twenty rockets.

“We have also discovered how to introduce fresh oxygen into the cabin, so that’s good going. If we’re careful I believe we may get out of this with our lives.”

“Gosh, I hope so!” returned Philip. “I’m not particularly anxious to die yet. Evidently the Professor johnny gave a great deal of thought to the preparation of the ship.”

“I’ll bet he did,” agreed Peter, still poring over the pages. “Look, on the first page there is a summary of the experiments and scientific calculations he made. They begin as far back as 1910— and that’s about a quarter of a century ago.”

“So our lives depend on how accurate the old josser was,” commented Philip.

“You said it!” returned Peter.

“Here! I say!” Victor, standing by the wireless set, gave a sudden exclamation.

Peter and Philip glanced round quickly. “What’s the matter?” demanded Philip.

Without looking up, and still moving some of the fifteen knobs on the set, Victor replied:

“There’s something funny. Voices are coming through here. Bit faint, but now and again they get loud. They seem to be in some queer gibberish, though. You’re good at languages, Peter. See if you can make anything of them.”

Peter went over to the radio set. At first he heard only a few indistinct murmurs; then Victor did some more knob-twirling and the sounds came through more distinctly.

“Sounds a bit like German,” said Peter.

Then he listened again.

“No’” he announced, shaking his head, “it isn’t German, and it certainly isn’t French or Italian. I’ve heard their talk often enough.”

“And it isn’t Spanish,” put in Philip. “My uncle deals with Spain, and he can rattle it off like mad.”

“I’ve got it,” shouted Victor in sudden excitement.

“What?” asked Philip in astonishment. “You mean that you can understand that muck?”

“Rats,” returned Victor, impatiently. “I don’t mean I understand it. What I think is that it isn’t an earthly language.”

“What else could it be, then?” demanded Philip, always a cold, matter-of-fact fellow. “You don’t think we’re listening-in to Heaven, do you? We’re still a long way off—and you’ll never get there anyway!” he laughed.

“Shut up rotting,” answered Victor. “It might be one of the planets talking.”

“Venus calling!” chaffed Philip. “You have just heard Venus de Milo——”

Then the voices came through loud and clear, and the three were silent as they listened.

“Those voices might be coming from people living on one of the planets,” broke out Victor. “We might be listening-in to a broadcast from Mars, for all you know. I have often heard that some of our scientific johnnies think that Mars has made attempts to get into wireless communication with the earth.”

“But that’s only a theory,” was Philip’s comment.

“Theory or not.” said Victor, “it might be true. Probably the people on Mars are thousands of years ahead of us in invention and science. They may know a hundred times more about wireless than we do.”

Peter had been grinning at the arguments of the other two, but now he suddenly went diving across the cabin for the Professor’s book.

“What a fool I am!” he said. “Where is that book?”

He found the thick volume in which the Professor had written so much, not only about the design of the ship, but of his plans for exploring the stratosphere, and quickly turned over the leaves. At last he found the page he wanted.

“Here it is,” he said excitedly.

On the top of the page was the heading, “Martian Language.”

There was no table in the cabin, so Peter and Philip knelt on the floor and studied the contents of the pages—there were seven— dealing with the Martian language. The work of deciphering was as difficult as it had been previously.

“What on earth could the Professor know about the language spoken on Mars?” said Philip as they gazed at the queer crabbed writing.

“Wait a minute,” answered Peter. “He must know a deuce of a lot. . . . See, he mentions the machine—the wireless set. He says that all languages in the universe must be convertible into symbols within the understanding of all living intelligent creatures.”

“Sounds all right,” agreed Philip. “a bit highbrow.”

“Listen to this,” went on Peter as he read from the book. “‘A really thorough scientific study of the various cries and calls of animals would enable us to understand exactly what they are saying to each other or to us. The brain of an animal is not much different from that of a man in its general structure, though it is of course a less intelligent brain. The higher the intelligence, the more universal do the symbols of expression and communication become.’”

“Great Scott!” exclaimed Philip in mock dismay. “Do you think he really means it? Why——”

“Shut up!” said Peter. “This is the most important bit.” And undismayed he went on. “‘My machine will, I think, convert the jumbled speech of planet people into any of the languages which we know, if the correct adjustments are made. I know my theory has been ridiculed in scientific circles, but I am sure I am right. My machine will put it to the test.”

“What machine does he mean?” asked Victor who had been listening intently.

“Why,” retorted Peter, “the wireless set, of course—the thing you’re messing about with.”

Now thoroughly excited, Victor began manipulating some of the other switches and knobs which he had not previously ventured to touch.

The instant effect was still further to increase the volume, and it was now evident that there was only one voice. But there was no satisfaction in making the voice stronger. What was it talking about?

Afraid of stopping reception altogether, Victor timidly turned another knob. Almost instantly a green light appeared.

“Phew!” he ejaculated. “What does that mean? A green light!”

Peter glanced at the book again. “I’m almost certain I saw a green light mentioned somewhere.” he said. “Yes, here it is.

“‘When the green and red lights are switched on,’” he read, “‘the set should convert gabbling speech into the English language, in the same way as the post-office engineers, handling private wireless telephonic communications over the Atlantic, are able to convert “scrambled speech” back into intelligible language.’”

“I’ve heard of that,” said Philip. “It’s being done every day between London and New York.”

“Where’s the red light?” asked Victor. Again he fumbled with the set, and the only result he got was for the green light to switch off. Disappointed, he turned knobs again. Back came the green light, and now a red light shone out as well from the long row of electric bulbs attached to the set.

“I’ve got it,” shouted Victor. “Gosh! Listen!” yelled Philip.

“Through our rayscopes”—the words came through loud and clear—”a swiftly moving body has been seen by our observers to be approaching Mars from a great distance . . . immediate . . . are being taken to destroy . . . what we know of the Earth has caused emergency measures to be . . . all available death rays will be focused . . . our thought-ray stations have been warned to stop the intruder. . . .”

Speechless, the three companions listened. “We must protect ourselves by every measure, however violent, from this danger, prophesied . . . our scientists for over a million years . . . the thought gun and the yellow ray . . . be used without hesitation or scruple.”

Then the radio set was silent.

As the words came to the startled ears of the three space adventurers a darkness suddenly fell upon them.

“Heavens! What’s happening now?” Peter gasped out the words.

But just as suddenly the light was restored, and all three looked out into the depths of space.

Then darkness came again, to be followed by light once more, and the process of alternating light and darkness went on for some minutes, until at last the darkness became permanent.

An amazing spectacle presented itself to the three men in the Aeronauticus. The stars seemed a thousand times closer than they had ever been, and the moon was fifty times as big.

“Where is Mars?” asked Victor in a tremulous voice.

Philip, who had done a bit of astronomy in his time, pointed away to the left.

“There it is,” he answered laconically.

“I suppose the stuff we heard was all bunk, or perhaps someone from the Earth playing a trick by wireless,” said Victor nervously.

I don’t know what to make of it,” answered Peter. “It all seems to fit in with what the Professor has written about his machine and the conversion of planet language. But we must be an enormous distance from Mars, and I don’t see how they can harm us.”

“But what about the rays they were talking about?” asked Victor.

“Don’t ask me!” returned Philip. “By the way, Peter, wasn’t there something in the Professor’s book about seeing Mars through that Televista machine of his?”

“Yes, I believe so,” was Peter’s reply. “Here is the apparatus.”

“There don’t seem to be many gadgets on it,” said Victor, turning a small handle at the side of the V-shaped object.

There were two switches on the left side, and Victor pulled them over.

Immediately a dark blue light radiated from somewhere inside the apparatus and a flickering shadow was thrown across the screen. A few more turns of the handle and a reddish hue came into focus.

“Look!” shouted Victor, in a state of wildest excitement. “Mars! Canals and things. I’ve seen pictures of it.”

An amazing sight appeared on the screen before them, a sight such as had never before been seen by human eyes. There was no doubt that the three companions were getting a close-up View of a part of Mars, though the detail was not particularly clear.

Some moving objects were, however, easily discernible, but what they were it was impossible for any of the three to make out.

What astonished them was the apparent clearness of the atmosphere around Mars. What seemed like an enormous mountain was the most prominent point in the picture. Victor tried hard to get this particular spot into better focus, but did not achieve much success.

“I wonder if they can see us?” he asked, looking towards Philip.

“I suppose they can,” was his answer. “Particularly if the message we heard was real.”

As the trio looked into the screen, they saw what at first resembled a series of tiny streaks, which came up sharper after a while.

The streaks—yellow in colour—appeared to be moving about like searchlights, hovering or groping for some object or target.

Silently the three chums watched, and then, all in a moment, they had a sense of being overwhelmingly dazzled, as though they were staring into the very centre of a searchlight.

At the same moment they became conscious of the fact that the walls of the space ship had become hot, red hot!

Victor collapsed on the floor of the cabin and then Philip, in spite of his struggles to overcome the effect, dropped to the floor beside him.

Peter tried to speak to him as he fell, but found that nothing would come from his lips.

The words “the yellow death ray” thundered in his mind as he staggered about the cabin. Then he, too, lost consciousness, and all three lay huddled on the floor, their minds and bodies in a deep and dangerous sleep from which recovery was well-nigh impossible. The Martians had centuries before discovered the secret of the astronomical death ray, which had as its basis a substance absorbed from one of the two moons that travelled round the Red Planet.






Chapter IV

Fighting Rays from Mars

A scream echoed across the cabin of the Aeronauticus in a ghastly nightmare of sound.

Philip Joyce gave vent to his terror as he looked round at his two companions lying on the floor of the cabin.

The whole place was filled with a ghostly yellow hue that lit up the faces of all three in a deathly pallor. But that was not the sight that horrified the young space adventurer.

Out of the mouths of his friends were issuing slow bluish flames, and from the flames were rising thin wisps of black smoke.

Unconsciously, Philip’s hand went to his own mouth. No, he was all right . . . yet!

But at any moment, he realized, he might also be in the grip of this deadly peril from Mars.

For the Aeronauticus was hurtling towards the red planet, and the inhabitants of that strange world were alive to the fact; were even now sending out their long beams of yellow death rays in an effort to repel the strange craft they considered an invader.

Not that the three companions were invaders. Anything but that! None of them had come on this nightmare of a voyage from choice.

“Peter! Pete, old boy!” he screamed, and shook the unconscious figure mouthing those ghastly blue flames. But there was no response.

In a sweat of panic, Philip rolled his handkerchief into a ball and pressed it against Peter’s lips in an effort to extinguish the flame. The only effect was to burn a hole clean through the handkerchief.

“Heavens! He’s on fire!” gasped Philip.

Then he noticed a strange thing about the flame. Although it burned the handkerchief like an ordinary flame it seemed to give out a bright light as well. In fact, it lit up the whole of his face like an electric torch.

“Radium!” Philip told himself. “A radium flame!” Then he remembered. Radium was used in the treatment of cancer—it possessed wonderful curative properties and was a great blessing to medical science.

But it could also kill those who used it. Many doctors, he remembered, had faced a slow, lingering death through administering radium to cure people.

Was there, in these radium rays which now flooded the cabin of the Aeronauticus, a speeding up of that terrible process? And why had he not been affected like his companions? Perhaps some people were not so susceptible to radium as others.

Then, the terror again!

Two of the mighty yellow rays which had been sweeping space after their objective rested upon the Aeronauticus again, and the evil effect in the cabin was almost immediate.

Philip had to fight for every breath he took, his breathing became slower and slower, and he struggled to retain consciousness. Death was waiting for all three unless something could be done? “Help! He——!” The words were choked in his throat as he felt his face light up.

He clapped his hand to his mouth and felt a stab of pain shoot across his palm. Flames were coming from his own mouth now! Involuntarily he dragged his hand away, and in a misty cloud of horror wondered why the flame could burn his hand like that and yet not burn his lips. He did not realize that the flame was actually caused by his own breath, leaving his mouth and coming into contact with the yellow ray. But though he was sick and dizzy Philip felt no other effects.

Then an idea came to him! Get out of the path of the rays, escape the deadly menace. . . .

“The rockets!” he yelled, and the flames leapt farther from his mouth.

He staggered over to the rocket-firing apparatus and dragged over another of the twenty gleaming levers. Once more there was a tremendous roar as the third rocket was fired; again a great sheet of flame leaped out. The ship trembled slightly and plunged upwards with double velocity.

“Thank heaven,” muttered Philip. “Now we’ll escape those deadly rays.”

He was right, for as the rocket fired the yellow glare vanished from the cabin and the flames burning in the mouths of all three went out like snuffed candles.

The air in the cabin became normal again, and feeling like someone from whom a tremendous intensive pressure had been removed in the speed of a second, Philip gave a weak grin.

He went over to the assistance of his two unconscious companions, but even as he did so a voice came thundering into the cabin.

It was the same bellowing Martian voice that he and his companions had first heard when Victor had discovered how to operate the radio machine.

The reception of the voice was much the same as before— sentences in English, converted by the Professor’s machine, being jumbled up with Martian words and phrases. But there was sufficient English for Philip quickly to understand what was happening.

“The Earth ship has moved,” roared the voice. “It has taken a sudden leap . . . direction of ... Venus . . . change range at once.”

“Heavens!” thought Philip. “They’re going to chase us with their rays.”

“What do you make range?” shouted the voice again. “What? . . . Ten thousand caligrams? And direction? . . . Direct in line with Venus? Bring all rays into action. Rays one to five will sweep direct towards Venus, six to ten just behind Earth ship, and eleven to sixteen just in front. Ray operators must not let the Earth ship escape this time . . . and let the emergency ray sweep one hundred caligrams above the ship.”

The voice stopped and Philip’s heart sank. What could he do now? Would there be any use in firing off another rocket?

“No! Better wait,” he decided.

He went over to the cabin window and looked out.

Away in the distance mighty yellow beams were sweeping space. He gained comfort from the fact that the distance appeared to be great.

Perhaps, after all, the ray operators would not be able to find the range again.

“You have failed again!” The voice spoke from the radio machine as clear as ever.

“The Earth ship is escaping . . . all . . . concentrate rays according to . . . Z Plan.”

What the Z Plan was, Philip, of course, had no idea, but he gazed anxiously into space, fearing to see the rays reappear. But he saw nothing.

“Their rotten Z Plan has failed, curse ‘em!” he said to himself as he went back to his companions.

The two men lying on the cabin floor were still motionless, but as he bent down over Peter, Philip thought he saw the young journalist’s eyes flicker.

Then he gasped. The hands and faces of his two companions were brown—brown as berries. They seemed to have been burnt till they were like Indians.

“Here, Peter! Peter!” Philip roughly shook the unconscious figure.

The young man stirred, opened his eyes and gazed vaguely at Philip.

“What——? Where——?” he gasped.

“Take it easy.” said Philip quickly. “It’s all right now. The rays have gone, I think——”

“At that moment a yellow glare half illuminated the cabin for a second again, and Philip gazed fearfully at the cabin window.

“The rays—the rays from Mars!” Peter jerked out the words, and struggled to his feet. “Quick, Philip, the Professor’s book. He tells you how to deal with them. I saw——”

He passed a hand across his aching forehead, then laughed a little uneasily.

“Gosh! Have you seen yourself lately, Philip?” he said. “You’ve been sun-bathing, I reckon. You look like a blooming Indian.”

“Take a look at yourself,” returned Philip, as he searched around for the Professor’s book of notes. “You look more like an Australian Aborigine—and you were breathing fire and brimstone just now,” he added. “Talk about a conjuring trick!”

Peter had gone over to Victor when the Death Rays scored a hit again!

The Z Plan had not failed. The plan was for all the Martian rays to concentrate in close upward formation, gradually increasing in beam until they reached the ship in one great ghastly glare.

The idea succeeded, and now the Aeronauticus was caught again in a far more powerful glow of radium rays.

Unable to stand the deadly power, Peter gave another choking sob and fell forward over the body of Victor.

Sick and dizzy, Philip searched frantically.

Thank goodness he could stand the influence of the radium. If he went out all hope would go. He’d got to stick it; got to beat these rotten rays.

“The Professor’s note-book,” he sobbed. Then his eyes lit up.

There it was, half under the body of Victor. Quickly he dragged it out, saw in a half-glance those flames leaping from the lips of his companions, then turned the pages of the book in a panic-stricken search.

The flames were at his own mouth as he found the page he sought.

It was headed briefly, “Rays”, and had the usual small, almost unintelligible handwriting of Professor Slater.

“Curse him!” yelled Philip, the flames leaping out of his mouth in the vehemence of his utterance. “Why couldn’t he write so you can understand it.”

“Death Rays . . .” he read aloud. “How to—deal with them. It is likely that—” he paused. “Likely what, the old fool? Likely that——”

He stopped abruptly as the big ship gave a violent lurch and he looked anxiously round.

Then there came a number of spluttering noises from under the floor of the cabin. To crown their misfortune, the rockets were missfiring.

The Aeronauticus began to lurch and spin, and the notebook was flung from Philip’s grasp. He was hurled across the cabin. And meanwhile the deadly rays still held the ship in their terrible glare.

Philip gave himself up for lost!

So violent were the ship’s lurches that Philip, although he had managed to cling desperately to a bar of aluminium which the Professor had thoughtfully provided in the cabin, could scarcely keep his balance. All kinds of evolutions and tricks of movement followed each of the rocket missfires, and apparatus was flung about. Peter and Victor went sliding over the floor, and for a moment Peter came round and screamed madly. Victor was dead to everything.

Several minutes elapsed before the ship came to rights again, but at last she became steady.

Philip took a deep breath. He was tired and hungry, and realized vaguely that all three of them hadn’t eaten for hours.

There hadn’t been time on this nightmare journey. But he was feeling distinctly better now. Something had happened—the rays had gone. Evidently the back-firing rocket had thrown the ship out of their direct line of concentration.

Philip went over to the observation window and saw the rays searching with relentless persistency.

The mighty fingers piercing through space seemed to Philip to be moving more quickly than ever in a frantic endeavour to pick up the ship.

Once more the Martian voice bellowed through the loudspeaker.

“Operators, you have lost the Earth ship again. It must be found and destroyed.”

Philip snatched the Professor’s book from the floor and quickly found the page dealing with the rays.

“Got to read it,” he muttered to himself, as he pored over the book. Gradually he made out the words.

“Death Rays. . . . How to deal with them. It is likely that the Martians, an older and probably more sinister people than the Earth race, will attempt . . . destroy the ship by rays sent out through millions of miles of space. My forty years of study of Mars had led me to believe this.

“Only one antidote . . . my anti-radium ray, for radium is a thing they will surely use. Machine No. 7 will surely do this unless all my laboratory experiments have been in vain. There are six switches on the apparatus, and these should be pulled down one after the other with an interval of about three seconds between each.”

Philip read more quickly now.

“The pulling of the first four switches should nullify any radium rays, and the other two will fill the cabin with my mixture of nitrogen and the secret chemical 2X. This latter mixture should undo any harm caused by Martian rays.”

A new hope in his heart, Philip looked around the cabin for the apparatus itself.

“Where is it?” he asked himself.

Then his eyes fell upon a black box, fastened with aluminium screws to a corner of the cabin. It was clearly marked in white, “No. 7".

He went over to it, and tried to open the lid. But it was locked.

A key? No, Philip had certainly never seen a key anywhere in the cabin. It was probably reposing in the pocket of Professor Slater back on Earth.

“You’ve got the range again.” The Martian voice roared into the cabin. “Train all rays on the Z Plan once more. We’ll get the Earth ship yet. . . . Now that’s better . . . all operators concentrating.”

A momentary flash of yellow glare in the cabin confirmed Philip’s fears that the ship was again coming into the range of the death rays. He’d got to get the box open, got to get the machine working. A sudden thought came. A screw-driver. He’d almost forgotten all about his adventures back on Earth. He had been motor-cycling, and he always carried a miniature workshop in his pocket. Hadn’t Peter complained of the rattle? His hand went to his pocket, and he drew out a strange collection of screws, nuts, spanners, “feelers”, a spare plug, and— heaven be praised!—a screw-driver. Small, but efficient.

Flinging the other tools back into his pocket he got the screwdriver under the lid of the box.

He worked feverishly, levering and forcing, and then suddenly the lid flew open.

Another yellow ray had now found its target, and was playing on the cabin. Two more found the range a second later, and even while Philip was fumbling in the box, which was really nothing more than a highly complicated switch-board, several more of the deadly yellow beams pierced through the cabin window.

Philip picked up the book again and read the instructions aloud.

“Turn the first four switches over, allowing three seconds between each.”

Determinedly he did this, though by the time he had reached the third the effect of the freshly concentrated rays was beginning to tell upon him. His hand shook and his head was growing dizzy.

After pulling switch four, Philip jammed over switches five and six, and then waited for whatever might happen.

“All the rays now on the target,” howled the Martian commander. “Keep them there and annihilate the Earth ship. Ray number seven . . . you are off the target . . . switch over five hundred caligrams to the right. . . .”

Not only did Philip hear this vital phase in the dreadful contest with the Martians; he also saw the evidence of its effect, for immediately a large and particularly powerful yellow ray came into bearing, and now the whole cabin was again under the hideous fire of all the rays.

Then, just as suddenly, the yellow glare in the cabin disappeared. Philip breathed again.

“It’s worked!” he yelled. “It’s worked!”

He went across to the cabin window and looked out.

What he saw amazed him more than anything he had yet seen on this already amazing journey.

The outline of the great yellow beams could still be seen, but instead of them being a fierce yellow as they had been before, they appeared to have turned into a white vapour which grew in density.

Great clouds of white poured up into space and mingled faintly with tinges of yellow at the sides or edges of the beams.

In this great wilderness of space there seemed to be nothing but enormous piles of white vapour which formed itself slowly into fantastic shapes and then, as it grew in density, vanished away into nothingness.

Philip gazed in wonder at the black box— a. magic box indeed—and as he peered into it he was attracted by the sound of movement from one of his companions.

He turned, to find that Peter was stirring again, and now Victor was showing signs of restored activity.

Philip went over to Peter first, and shook him by the shoulder again.

“Peter!” exclaimed Philip, “it’s all right again. The old boy’s book did the trick. The rays are finished”

Peter got on to his feet again.

“I say Philip,” he said, “I must have been dreaming. I had a terrible nightmare.”

Philip laughed. “You bet you have!” he said.

Peter looked around him in a slightly dazed fashion and then his eyes fell upon Victor.

“Victor’s all right then,” he breathed. “How did you do it?”

Victor yawned and stretched his arms. Then he looked about him, gasped as he saw the brown features of his friends.

“Why—” he said, “I must have been sleeping.”

“You certainly have,” grinned Philip, and he then related the whole of the story to his astonished friends.

He was just concluding when another startling interruption came. It was the Martian voice again.

“The Earth ship has escaped our death rays,” it shouted. “But we will get them. Our secrets must never be revealed to the Earth people. We must keep them away at any cost. They bring only evil and disaster.”

There was a pause, and all three listened eagerly.

The voice continued.

“All thought-wave stations will turn on to one hundred metres, which is the evil metre against which no living creature can survive. Every power station will cease routine . . . to transmit the death force through the ether.”






Chapter V

More Terror Rays

Silence! A terrible, nerve-racking silence in the mighty space ship that flashed through the airless void like a silver shark. The three young space travellers, hungry and exhausted, were seated in the main cabin, resting and eating after their terrifying experience with the death rays from the Red World, the ghastly yellow beams of radium that had come up like devouring tongues from the depths of the planet Mars. Their meal consisted of concentrated tablets and water, which, while not as palatable as roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, at least had the effect of satisfying their hunger and giving them renewed energy.

“Wonder what the next move will be?” It was Philip Joyce who broke the silence. “Goodness knows,” returned Peter Handley, who was secretly intrigued by the idea of this amazing voyage. “They said they’d get us eventually, so they must have something up their sleeves. We can only wait and see.”

“Wait—wait! It’s always wait!” The effect of the rays was still influencing Victor Standish and his nerves were on edge. His two companions made no reply. They too were feeling the reaction after their terrible experience.

“Wonder whether Mars is still in sight.” It was Peter who spoke, and he went across to the Televista machine.

“Here—look!” he cried quickly, and the other two went across to where he was standing. The back-firing of the rocket had had the effect of throwing the delicately balanced Televista machine out of position, and instead of seeing some further intimate picture of Mars in the depths of the camera obscura screen, they saw the Earth once more.

“Good lord!” gasped Philip. “It’s—it’s the channel. Yes, I’m sure it’s the Channel. See . . . .” He pointed down to where a picture of sea coast with white cliffs and breakers and a few steamers could all be seen quite clearly.

“You’re right,” agreed Peter. “There is certainly a castle—may be Dover Castle. . . . And look! There’s an air-liner flying over the Channel. We might be only a few thousand feet above the Earth instead of being—well, heaven knows how many thousands of miles away.”

“I say,” put in Victor, “surely we should be able to range the Televista on other parts of the Earth as well.”

“Why not?” agreed Philip. “Let’s try.”

Victor hesitated, however, on second thoughts. He did not want to put the Televista machine out of action, for already it had been loosened somewhat from the secure position in which they had discovered it. But the idea was too strong for him. He turned a wheel and a dial, and the effect was instantaneous.

The Straits of Dover, as they undoubtedly were, faded out of the picture, and then came into the screen a series of pictures which vanished almost as soon as they appeared. Snatches of green, flashes of grey rock, glimpses of sea, wide forest areas, sometimes half hidden by cloud, and then the sharply focused vision of a high mountain range.

“Steady, steady!” shouted Peter. “Let the thing rest somewhere.”

“Sorry,” said Victor, and he took his hand from the dial.

The “eye” of the Televista came to a stop, and the picture on the screen formed itself, rather slowly at first, but after a few seconds more rapidly, into a clearly focused scene. It was impossible to mistake the spot which the wonderful instrument threw up into such bold relief. It was the land of the Himalayas, the mighty and unexplored mountain vastnesses

“That’s great,” said Philip. “Try to get it into better focus, Vic.”

But as Victor’s hand went to the dial the whole picture on the screen abruptly faded out

“That’s funny,” said Peter.
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The young journalist’s words were interrupted by a loud howl from the wireless set.

“What’s that?” asked Philip quickly.

For once Victor was calm. He even laughed.

“That’s probably the reason why the picture has suddenly been cut off,” he said. “It’s interference with this highly-tuned set. Even my wireless at home gives a quick fade-out when some silly ass causes interference.”

But Peter’s face had become grave, and he listened intently to the howling from the wireless apparatus of the Aeronauticus.

“I’m afraid,” he began, “that something else is happening.”

Unfortunately his fears were well founded, as events were quickly to prove. The howl, which sounded at first just like ordinary oscillation, developed into a low growl, in the background of which there came the sound of muttering voices. Undoubtedly they were Martian voices, but the Professor’s device for converting them into reasonably intelligible English was not, apparently, working so well this time. Victor made one or two adjustments, but the howl became worse. Then he completely turned the dial of the set.

The howl disappeared, and the three could hear a number of words low and indistinct. Only a sentence here and there could they pick out but one of them was enough to justify their fears. Gradually, though not with such power as before, the Martian voice came into sound focus.

“Now we will try the Gabble,” came the words. “Every radio station must concentrate on the Earth ship, and this will undoubtedly bring extinction.”

“The Gabble? The Gabble?” repeated Peter. “What can that be?”

They were soon to know!

It was with a peculiar gurgling noise that the Gabble began its work. It was a sound rather like that made by water when it is boiling, and for several minutes the gurgle continued in the same monotone. “Funny,” said Peter, as all three listened. Then the noise increased slightly in volume, maintained this level of tone for about the same length of time, and then rose once again. All three sat on the floor of the cabin, Victor with his chin resting on his hands, Peter with folded arms and Philip lying on his side.

“What’s the idea?” muttered Victor. “If that’s what they call ‘the Gabble’ I don’t think much of it. Those yellow rays were terrifying but this is only a noise. It’s not doing the ship any harm that I can see.”

As though Victor’s remark had put an idea into his mind, Philip stood up and gazed out of the cabin window to inspect, so far as he could, those parts of the Aeronauticus within the range of his vision. Everything seemed normal. The row of giant metal tubes like gun muzzles from which the rockets were fired were undamaged, and Philip could see the end of each rocket safely in its muzzle. The ship was travelling steadily, with only the soft creaking noise which they had heard since the beginning of their trip. The supply of oxygen was flowing steadily into the cabin, and the air was as good as it ever had been. The instruments in the cabin seemed unharmed and unaffected.

Philip was just peering through the extreme right-hand corner of the window so as to be able to see as far round the hull of the vessel as possible, when once more the noise slightly increased in volume.

“Blest if I can make it out,” said Philip. “Everything seems all right. What do you make of it, Peter?”

“Beats me,” returned Peter. “I can’t make out the idea. You can’t see anything wrong with the ship?”

“Not a thing,” answered Philip. “Does it anything about a Gabble in the Professor’s book?”

“I don’t think so,” answered Peter, as he took up the note-book. “I’ll have a look.”

Peter and Philip scanned the pages of the book, but the word “Gabble “occurred nowhere. When the fourth increase in the tone of the noise took place, Philip estimated that it was then roughly about twice as loud as when it had started. He noticed, too, that the fifth increase in sound came after a shorter interval than had been the case with the others. The effect in the cabin was now as though it were one great kettle which was bubbling and spluttering. At the next increase in the volume the note changed and became somewhat shriller, the shrillness being emphasized as the further changes went on, until the sound appeared to be a combination of the boiling of water and the blowing of the whistle of a railway engine. Then, suddenly, without the slightest warning, Victor burst out laughing.

“What’s the joke?” asked Philip in surprise.

Victor did not answer, but laughed more loudly than ever.

“Ha, ha, ha!” he roared.

“What on earth is the matter?” asked Philip again, irritably. “Tell us the joke, Vic.”

The youngster went on laughing, and Philip looked alarmed when he noticed an hysterical ring in the laugh.

There was a queer expression in Victor’s eyes too, and Philip glanced meaningly at Peter They both realized at once that with terrible cunning and subtlety the Martians were trying to drive them mad. That was the meaning of the Gabble, which was now getting louder and was whining in tone.

“Ha ha, ha!” roared Victor, more wildly than ever. “Ha, ha, ha!”

He clapped his hands and hugged himself, and his eyes stared wildly. He slapped his thighs, and his laugh turned into a kind of shriek. And still, relentlessly, the Gabble went on.

It was a ghastly nightmare for Peter and Philip, and they too began to feel conscious that the Gabble was getting on their nerves. Philip’s hands began to give little convulsive movements, and from time to time he kept scratching his head in a nervous way. He shuffled his feet awkwardly, and then suddenly burst into tears.

“Are we all going mad?” yelled Peter. “Pull yourself together, Phil.” And all the time, steadily, steadily, the Gabble grew and grew And as it grew, Victor’s hysteria and Philip’s deep, tearful depression increased. Watching them, but unable to help, Peter vaguely visualized the old Chinese system of torture, which consisted of locking a man in a dungeon and then forcing him to listen to a man playing night and day, outside the door. the same crude tune over and over again.

“That’s their idea,” he told himself. “To make us mad—stark raving mad.”

And it seemed that they were succeeding too. Peter realized that he was now the only normal person in what was fast becoming a floating madhouse. Then, above the shrieking and whining of the Gabble, above Victor’s hideous, demoniacal laughter and the wailing of Philip, a Martian voice came roaring through the wireless set again.

“Through our viso-auditor it can be seen that our Gabble attack has almost achieved its purpose. The three Earth occupants of the ship will soon succumb. Two of them are already reduced to a state of hysteria. The other will soon fall. All stations will continue to broadcast the Gabble. . . .”

Then, in a wave of enlightenment, the way out came to Peter.

“Fools!” he cried. “Fools that we are. We can turn off the radio set. Stop the blasted row.”

But that was easier said than done.

On the wireless set there were various dials and gadgets, including a large wheel at the side, and although Peter had always been a radio enthusiast at home, his technical knowledge of wireless was nil. It had been Victor’s fiddling about with the set that had brought in the messages from Mars. Not only that but Victor had been successful in discovering the Professor’s brilliant mechanical scheme of converting Martian language into English.

Peter grabbed at the large wheel and turned it, hoping to switch off the set completely, but instead of that the Gabble became louder and quicker, and Peter felt like shrieking or laughing as his companions were doing. He turned the wheel again and the Gabble became more powerful still. Now it was shrieking like a thousand lost souls, and the more he tried the worse it became. In a frenzy of despair, Peter turned and twisted all the gadgets on the giant set. “Perhaps the set is off,” he groaned aloud, “and the noise can come through in spite of it.”

His mind a screaming riot of noise, Peter looked about him in despair.

“I’ll smash it! Smash it!” he screamed, and darting across the cabin he picked up one of the empty oxygen cylinders The gleaming 1ight of madness in his eyes, he dashed back to the set, and with great smashing blows he crashed the cylinder down on to the huge radio set. All its delicate contents—the valves and twitches, the volume control apparatus, the batteries and indeed everything—were smashed m the deadly orgy of destruction. Two of the nineteen valves were hurled to the roof of the cabin and fell in splinters; a spurt of blue flame came from another. But almost immediately a still, deathly silence came over the cabin of the Aeronauticus. Peter stood back, breathing heavily as he surveyed the ruins he had created. There was a curious buzzing in his ears, the kind of buzzing one experiences when the prolonged blast of a ship’s siren suddenly ceases.

He looked at his two companions. Philip was lying on the floor, and Victor was staggering towards him.

“It’s gone. . . . They’ve stopped the Gabble,” the youngster was yelling now. “They’ve stopped it, Peter. Do you hear me? Stopped it.”

Peter took his friend by the arm and steadied him.

“Yes, it’s stopped, Vic,” he said. “We’re all right now. Don’t you understand? We’re all right now. Steady, old man.”

Victor stared at his friend and then gave a weak grin. He was like a man who is slowly but surely recovering from a drunken stupor. Then they were both helping Philip to get to his feet. Philip passed a hand across a forehead wet with perspiration.

“Gosh! What a nightmare!” he breathed. He looked at his two companions, and only then seemed to be conscious of the fact that the noise had ceased.

“The Gabble! It’s stopped’” he cried.

“You bet!” returned Peter. “I smashed the radio set. The Martians can’t get in touch with us now.”

But Peter was wrong. The Martians, through their super-television set, had seen what had happened in the cabin and were already planning another method of destroying the Earth ship— this time by the Imagery of Evil.






Chapter VI

Mars Sends the Death Ship

“Look—Look there!”

Philip Joyce shouted the words in horrified alarm and his two companions spun round and gazed in the direction of his pointing finger. At the other end of the cabin of the Aeronauticus Philip could see a number of men . . . if men they could be called. They were taller and stouter than normal human beings, and their very heads seemed to scrape the roof of the cabin. They were dressed in vivid colours, some in red and others in green. But the most terrifying parts of them were their faces—vicious, malignant faces that seemed to Philip to bear two noses and an additional ear on their foreheads.

“What is it?” demanded Peter Handley in alarm. He could see nothing, and Philip seemed to be pointing into thin air.

“You—you can’t see anything?” Philip blinked and rubbed a hand across his eyes. “Heavens, you must see them. Look—men! Men, I tell you! In red and green. Are you blind? Look—there!”

And he pointed a trembling finger towards the other end of the cabin.

Peter looked at the third space traveller, Victor Standish, and there was alarm on his face. Was this some new terror from the Red Planet, some new horror that had gripped Philip before it had taken hold of Peter and Victor?

“He’s seeing things,” said Peter gravely. “It’s Mars again. The Imagery of Evil they spoke about. Pull yourself together, Phil,” continued he, trying to control his alarm. “Look at us. Do we look all right?”

“Yes, you seem all right,” replied Philip vaguely. “But look! Can’t you see that man in the bright red dress. He’s pointing a finger at me now. Look! Look!”

Peter and Victor both stared in the direction indicated, but they saw nothing—nothing except the rows of cylinders and masses of intricate equipment.

“Listen!” cried Victor quickly. “I can’t see anything, but perhaps the Martians are sending out images by some means to frighten us. Maybe Philip is the only one who can see them because his mind is ...” Victor paused uncertainly “. . . is perhaps tuned to them. D’you see what I mean? . . . Our minds, Peter, may not be in the same tuning scale, and so we can’t see these things,” concluded the young man.

“Maybe you’re right, Victor,” answered Peter. “Too deep for me.”

As a matter of fact, Victor was right. The Martian idea was to fill the cabin with evil-looking images that would so terrify the Earth occupants of the ship that the Aeronauticus would be turned and steered away from their planet. But the scheme did not seem to be a great success. Only Philip could see this ghastly Imagery of Evil.

“Wonder what they’ll do next?” said Victor. “I wish we had the radio set, so that we could hear what they are up to.”

“It had to be smashed,” returned Peter. “And a good job too, if you ask me. But I wonder if that blue box is another set.”

“What blue box?” demanded Victor.

“Why, the one you’ve been sitting on for the last half-hour.”

Victor stood up and looked down at the box upon which he had carelessly seated himself.

“Let’s have a look,” he said, and while Peter and Victor went down on their knees to examine the box, Philip kept closing his eyes as though to shut out the dreadful images which were leering at him.

The strange blue box seemed to have no lock, but it defied the efforts of the two companions to open it.

“Does it say anything about it in the Professor’s notes?” asked Victor.

“I don’t remember it,” was Peter’s answer, “but I’ll have another look.”

Still keeping an eye on Philip, Peter turned over the pages of the Professor’s book of notes. He found no reference to a blue box. He was about to close the book when his gaze fell upon the page in which the Professor had referred to radio. Two words in the Professor’s scrawling handwriting arrested Peter’s attention. They were the words “Radio sets “.

That apparently meant that there was more than one set. Where, then, was the other? Peter read on eagerly and found two references to “an emergency set”, but no information was given as to where it was located in the ship.

“This may be the emergency set,” said Victor eagerly. “Let’s have another go at it.”

Together they tried to lift the lid again, but failed to do so. Then Peter suddenly exclaimed:

“Why, what fools we are! Look, the lid slides off.” Peter pushed the lid off and revealed the controls of a radio set. This, then, was the emergency radio equipment to which the Professor referred. It seemed smaller and had different controls, but Victor, with his intimate knowledge of radio, was soon able to get some “life” from the set. A distinct hum emanated from the set as he tuned in, and presently the sounds of speech came through. Then, with finer tuning, a voice thundered out of the speaker. It was the voice the three space travellers had previously heard bawling out its orders of attack.

“Withdraw the thought waves. Only one of the Earth people is being affected. Send up the ship of death.”

Philip, his hands covering his eyes, had been listening intently, and when he heard the order to withdraw the evil thought images, he breathed a deep sigh of relief. He took his hands from his eyes, and the evil things which had been haunting the cabin were no longer there.

By turning the Televista machine in the direction of Mars once more, the three space travellers were able to watch the next development in this deadly battle—the ascent of the Martian death ship. Some time seemed to elapse between the giving of the order and the execution of it. Meanwhile, the Aeronauticus seemed to be getting much nearer to Mars, for on the camera obscura screen, details of the planet became clearer and more vivid.

Almost momentarily forgetting their danger, the three gazed in wonder at what they saw. Like a picture the Red World lay before them. They could see many curious buildings and structures, but no living creatures became visible. There was a large number of what seemed to be huge gateways, and by manipulating the dials of the Televista machine Victor was able to bring these more sharply into focus. All three gasped as they looked, for these buildings were actually gateways—leading underground. Perhaps, they thought, the inhabitants of the Red World lived underground. One of the gateways seemed much bigger than the rest, and this was probably the chief city on the planet. By delicate tuning the three space travellers plainly saw all kinds of strange vehicles and people moving at a terrific pace.

“Gosh!” ejaculated Victor. “See how tall the people are. They’re like giants, and they’re moving as fast as—as a racing car.”

“I once read somewhere,” said Peter, “that a minute on Mars is equal to a year on our Earth, so that would be the reason why everything is terrifically speeded up.”

“What do you mean?” asked Victor.

“I’m not too sure,” grinned Peter. “But anyhow, everything down there looks in a deuce of a hurry. Turn the machine a bit to the right. There—that’s it. See the buildings? They’ve got no windows. I wonder how they get their air and light. And see, some of those people seem to be floating. . . . Look at that one now, he’s started to glide in the air over the heads of the others. . . . There’s another one doing it. It looks as if they can take off and fly whenever they like.”

It certainly seemed so, for again and again single Martians or groups of them would hop into the air and fly along without making any movement of their arms or legs.

“D’you see there are no children in the streets?” commented Philip.

“Come to think of it, you’re right,” said Peter. “They all seem exactly the same size. Perhaps they’re born like that!”

“I wonder what those enormous things like canyons or deep ravines can be?” remarked Victor. “Let’s have a better look at them.”

Peter turned the nose of the Televista machine in the direction of a spot where there were several of the huge excavations.

“Why, it looks to me,” exclaimed Philip, “as though they are what are called the canals of Mars. They look tiny from the Earth, but now we can see how big they really are. See—there are dozens of them.”

“Perhaps they’re volcanic craters or something,” suggested Peter.

“Don’t think so,” was Philip’s comment “They seem too regular, as though they had been dug by machinery. If they had been caused by earthquakes they would be all shapes and sizes.”

“You’re right,” said Peter. “But I wonder what they can be for. There seems to be nothing in them. At first I thought they might have been big reservoirs or places for storing something. What are those things which seem to join them all up? Why, they look like enormous pipes.”

Connecting up all the chasms was a complicated series of enormous tubes. As the three slowly manoeuvred the Televista to get a better glimpse of the great excavations, there came on to the camera obscura screen what was at first a tiny speck of red which slowly grew in size.

“What’s that?” cried Victor. “It’s getting bigger every second.”

Just then Philip gave the dial of the Televista machine a twist which moved it sharply to the right, causing the red spot to vanish. With such vivid clearness were the details of Mars coming into focus that a new fear crept into Peter’s mind. Was the space ship propelling them straight to the Red Planet?

“What do you think is happening, Phil?” asked Peter. “Are we heading for Mars?”

“Looks like it,” was the answer. “But what can we do?”

“Lord knows!” returned Peter. “We’ll probably land. And then I don’t know what’ll happen.”

“That will be the end!” said Philip gravely. “The atmosphere alone is entirely different from that on Earth and it’ll no doubt be fatal to us.”

“How do you know?” asked Peter.

“We got that much at school,” was Philip’s reply. “They have scarcely any rain, and there are few clouds, as you can see for yourself.”

They both looked into the Televista screen again, and saw the Red World clearer than ever. At the rate the Aeronauticus was travelling it seemed they would soon reach the mysterious planet. And, apart from the dangers due to the difference of atmosphere, there was also the Martians’ hostile attitude towards the Earth ship to be taken into account. Obviously, they would have no hesitation in putting to death Earth people whom, for some reason, they regarded with fear, distrust and even hatred.

“I wish,” said Peter, after a pause, “that we knew how to steer this cursed ship. Surely the Professor must have provided for it. He couldn’t have planned to make a trip into space without arranging for some kind of control over the ship. If his hand-writing in the book of notes had not been so bad, we might have found out long before now, but I’ve searched and searched and haven’t found a thing about it.”

“You’re right,” nodded Philip. “And there’s probably some simple secret of control, if only we knew it.”

At that moment there came an interruption. The radio was roaring forth again. All three were silent as the Martian voice spoke.

“People of the Earth. Hearken to me. I am the King and Lord of Mars. To me is entrusted the defence of our great planet, the greatest in all the heavens. For millions of years we Martians have grown and developed, while you Earthlings were just as spawn or crawling jelly-fish in the scheme of things. . . . Now you are growing up and you are trying to find out secrets which you must never know.”

Then there came some kind of interference in the radio set, and Victor made some quick adjustments to get the voice clearly once more. It came floating into the cabin.

“. . . Everything you have done and said since you left the Earth has been seen and heard by us. We have been watching you, hearing you, even reading your thoughts. Already you have found out some of our secrets and you are to be destroyed. . . . Do you hear? . . . Destroyed.”

“Nice sort of chap,” ejaculated Victor. The others grinned. It was more like a musical comedy than sheer, stark reality.

“I see you smile,” the Martian Lord went on, “but you will not smile when you hear what I have to say. We have heard you talking among yourselves. Because you have seen so much, you have been wondering at the things you have seen . . . wondering what they all mean. You shall know, for you will never return to the Earth planet alive to tell what you have found out. . . . You have been wondering, for example, what is the meaning of the mighty chasms which you have seen through your screen—and we Martians are not a little alarmed to find that some Earth-brain is so mighty as to devise an apparatus like this, and to invent an instrument that can enable you to see and hear us. ... The mighty chasms you have seen were used by the ancient Martians to store the little rain that fell in their times, for in those days our chemists did not know how to manufacture the water we needed. . . . Our great forebears, the primitive Martians, dug these great chasms with crude implements and built pipes connecting them, one with the other, so that no water that fell from the skies would be wasted. . . . When your Earth was only a molten mass, we were thinkers, inventors. We have learned how to wipe out disease and we are determined that you, germ-ridden Earth people, will not come to contaminate us. . . . We know a thousand times more about you and your race than you know about us. ... We have watched and studied your planet with its savage tribes. . . .”

“There he goes again,” said Victor. “Hasn’t got a high opinion of us!”

“Shut up,” said Peter and Philip together.

Victor relapsed into silence, while the Martian Lord continued in his thunderous voice.

“We on Mars have learned much. We know the stars and their meaning. No Martian lives for less than a thousand years, and he can live longer if he wishes. As you have seen, we live under the ground, for our chemists supply us with the light and air we need. . . . Time and events on the Earth planet are slow. . . . . In one minute here we live what would take you on the Earth a year to live. . . . We have mastered many things. . . . No Martian need speak with his lips if he does not so wish . . . we communicate with thought-waves. . . . No Martian need walk if he wishes to fly in the air. . . . We have solved the mystery of transmitting power through space. . . . We learned that five thousand years ago. . . . We learned the secrets of celestial radio three thousand years ago. . . . For a thousand years we have been able to watch the stupid happenings on your Earth planet . . . there is nothing we do not know or understand. . . . There are no children on our planet. . . . We are grown-up when we are born. Old age is unknown on Mars. . . . Can you hear me?”

All three looked at each other, and then after a pause Peter answered. “Yes, we can hear you,” he said vaguely to nowhere in particular.

“It has taken you four years to answer my question . . . that is, four of your Earth years,” thundered the Martian. . . .” You think you are clever because you have invented this paltry little ship that can fly so high and see so many things.”

“ We invented the ship!” interrupted Victor; that’s something he doesn’t know, anyhow!”

“What did you say?” bawled the Martian.

“Oh, n-n-nothing,” stammered Victor apologetically into thin air. “I was only saying how clear space is up here.”

“Don’t be trivial!” roared the Martian Lord.

“Sorry!” said Victor.

“It does not matter,” commented the Martian. “You have not long to live, for soon we shall wipe your wretched little ship from existence. Just to show you how much we know of the contemptible ship in which you have ventured to sail into space, I will send you immediately by our television system, which we discovered one hundred thousand years ago—your Earth years—a complete diagram of your poor little ship, showing every detail of how it works. You, of course, know all about it, but I want to prove to you that we also know. . . . Every scientist on Mars has been studying your ship ever since it ascended. Now just watch.”

Almost immediately there came into the camera obscura screen a diagram in bold outline showing every detail of the Aeronauticus and its working. Nothing was left out, the steering, wireless and everything was there.

“Quick, quick,” said Peter, “paper and pencil. Get it down before the diagram fades out.”

A loud raucous laugh came shrieking through the radio set, and the Martian voice said, “Fear not you Earth people, that the picture will fade out. . . . I can see that you are well impressed. I can see, too, that your leader is anxious to check my challenge. . . to see that we Martians know the truth.”

“Th - th - that’s right,” answered Peter, anxious to deceive the Martians as to the extent of their knowledge of the ship. Snatching from Philip’s hand a pencil and a sheet of notepaper, Peter made rapid notes from the diagram on the screen, taking down every point of detail.

“Are we right?” shouted the Martian in a roaring, mocking voice.

“I think you are,” answered Peter.

“Don’t say ‘think’!” was the shouted answer from Mars. . . .” We know—we know everything.”

Peter gave Philip and Victor a significant look as he folded the sheet of paper and pushed it into his pocket. It would come in useful.

“And now that I have told you so much,” the Martian proceeded, “I am going to tell you something else. In a few minutes of your Earth time, your ship will be completely destroyed, and this time there will be no mistakes. Our death ship is already ascending into space, and will fire its power shells to wipe you out. . . . Our death ship has never failed. . . . It destroyed the ship which came from the planet Mercury, from another contemptible race who tried to probe our secrets. . . . You may have seen on your television screen a red mark—that was the death ship ascending. It is close to you now. . . . We will wait—and watch.”

The three space travellers had no time to comment on this last challenge of vengeance, for both through the Televista, and with the naked eye, they could already see the death ship, vivid red in colour, and to their vision at least a hundred times as great as any Atlantic liner they had ever seen on earth. It was oval in shape, with curious projections like guns bristling from it, a horrible formation to look at. As they stared, the three companions saw two green flashes come from the death ship, and then a mighty blow struck the Aeronauticus. The ship shook and seemed about to collapse under their feet. For a few seconds they had no idea what had happened, but then a smell as of burning sulphur poured into their nostrils.

“Peter!” shouted Victor in alarm, “the ship’s on fire!”

Both Peter and Philip turned in the direction in which Victor was pointing. One of the shells from the death ship had struck the Aeronauticus below the cabin where the rockets were placed in rows. They could see spluttering flame and huge masses of black smoke cloud.

The ship was on fire, and complete destruction was at hand. The Aeronauticus staggered and began to fall in a mighty pillar of flame. Through the radio set sounded the voice of the Martian Lord.

“Good-bye, my Earth friends, your time has ended!”

Livid flames leaping from her, the giant space ship Aeronauticus was hurtling through the airless void like a blazing meteorite.

The floor of the cabin was almost red hot and the heat was spreading to the walls of the ship. Inside, the oxygen-fed air was growing stifling, and the three space-travellers coughed and choked in an effort to breathe.

At any moment, it seemed, the mighty ship of space would collapse, projecting them bodily into the void.

It looked as if nothing could save the three adventurers from a ghastly end, and this, apparently, was the conclusion of their amazing voyage into the mysterious and uncharted realms of Inter-Planetary space.

“Air! More Air!” choked Victor, struggling at his collar, and Peter turned on a fresh supply of oxygen.

It seemed only to increase the torment—to add fuel to the heat. The cabin became like a blazing furnace.

Flashing red diamonds that seemed to be like meteorites flung past the ship. Thunderous noises hammered at the ears of the three space travellers.

Then—without the slightest warning—there came an amazing change. A release from torment. . . .

The ship seemed to come to a standstill. The flames and heat died as if blown away by a giant breath. The three space travellers felt like storm-tossed mariners who find themselves, at an unexpected moment, in a great calm.

Round the ship was a blueness, tinged slightly with pink—some kind of atmosphere. The three companions looked out of the cabin windows and marvelled. It seemed that they had struck a strange new belt of space.

As the travellers watched, the blueness grew deeper, and then developed from violet into a bright red, exhilarating their senses and giving them a feeling of new confidence.



Chapter VII

The Island of the Stratosphere

So astounding had been their latest chapter of adventure, that all three balloonists, although wearied in mind and body, were yet unable to sleep. They sat down in the bottom of the ship almost too exhausted to talk, although Victor Standish, who had always found it impossible in any circumstances to keep quiet for more than four minutes, now and then made some such remark as: “Ah, well, I wonder what’s going to become of us now. Somehow I’ve got a hunch that we’re out of the wood and that we may soon see home sweet home again.”

Peter yawned, as much as to say, “We’ve heard that one quite often in the last few days.” Then, as though to put his thoughts more definitely into form, he said: “Talking about seeing anything, let alone home sweet home, I doubt if we could see more than twenty yards out of the windows. Look at that muck they’re covered with. It’s like thick dew, only more so.”

True it was that the windows, specially made of a glass composition, which protected the living and working quarters of the Aeronauticus were smeared with a dewlike covering. Struck by a sudden idea, half lazily Victor scrambled to his feet at Peter’s last words, and pressed a button marked “S.W.”, one of the scores of gadgets in the wonderful ship of the stratosphere, the meaning and working of which had been discovered by the trio only one by one, and mostly by accident. For many hours they had puzzled as to what the letters “S.W.” could mean, and it was only now, in a moment of that kind of lazy inspiration which comes often between sleep and waking, that Victor realized how obviously simple was the significance of the letters. “S.W.” did not mean “stratosphere winds” or “siren whistle”—that interpretation had been Philip’s choice—or some kind of mysterious compass direction, as number three of the trio had suggested. They stood for nothing more baffling or mysterious than “screen wiper “.

Victor pressed the switch, of which all of them had hitherto been afraid, quite nonchalantly, as much as to say, “What fools we were not to have thought of this before.”

Sure enough, a long aluminium arm began to move, not merely backwards and forwards as in the case of the automatic wiper on the windscreen of a motorcar, but right round the gondola at a terrific speed. How many times it had gone round before it stopped—and stop it did suddenly after a few seconds—none of them could tell. Its motion was so swift that the eye could not follow it. But “S.W.” had done its work, and Victor gazed rather wearily through the now clear windows, pressing his nose against the glass. He was about to say something in quick surprise when Peter caught a glimpse of his expression— an expression which showed that the something to be seen was at least strikingly interesting if not startling.

“What’s up?” asked Peter, still not taking the trouble to rise to his feet.

“I’m not sure,” was the answer, to which Peter grunted in the manner of one who had been so used to sensational adventures that nothing short of the astounding would make him move an inch.

There was a silence of a dozen seconds or so, and then Victor, still peering out, or rather downwards, said, “Can you give the ship a few points to port and get down a bit?”

Peter nodded, and with his new knowledge of the machine that carried them, gave the Aeronauticus the necessary shift of direction and altitude. A large patch of dense green loomed up momentarily through the queer mist and then vanished as rapidly as it had appeared.

“Phew!” whistled Victor, “we’re getting close to somewhere, but I can’t say where or what it is. Blow me if it doesn’t look like the earth, yet there’s something funny about it.”

By this time, the alteration in altitude which Peter had brought about through his manipulations of the controls had caused the ship to sink with alarming suddenness.

Thanks to the Martians, they had learned much about the ship, but though they knew the purpose of most of the controls, their handling of these was still experimental.

“Steady!” shouted Victor, “we’ll hit something if you go on dropping like that.”

The dizzy drop was at once checked by Peter’s giving the wheel a strong tug. Evidently he had given it so strong a tug that the Aeronauticus was doing something which the Professor who designed it had not considered as being safe or wise. The ship began to spin like a top at a terrific speed, and at the same time to fall steadily although Peter at the controls was doing everything he knew of to keep her up.

“For heaven’s sake, be careful!” shouted Victor, and Philip, who by this time had Joined his chum at the window, added violent gestures of caution to Victor’s warning. Philip, like Victor, could see immediately below them a great area which seemed like a series of huge quarries surrounded by enormous green hills.

“I’m doing everything I can,” shouted Peter “I can’t hold the wheel. Something is dragging the ship down. Give me a hand, you fellows, instead of standing there yelling.”

Both Victor and Philip dived from the observation window to the controls to try their hands at stopping the downward plunge— and plunge it now was—into which the ship had fallen. As Peter had said, the controls seemed no longer worthy of the name. Wheels and levers controlling both steering and altitude seemed to be affected by some power, a magnetic power of attraction which might have been from below. What it was, they certainly did not know. But they clung on with all their strength. Struggling with the altitude lever, Victor slipped on a piece of coiled wire which had become detached, and was flung heavily against the lever, the large knob of which caught him in the lower part of the stomach.

The ship gave a strong lurch, made a few more spins, though not so dizzy or so violent as the previous ones, then shook itself like a dog emerging from a pond. Peter said, “I think we’ve got her right again now. Look how steady she’s getting.”

Steady was the word, as Philip agreed, and both he and Victor returned to see where they were going, Victor still holding his tummy where it had formed contact rather painfully with the lever knob. The queer mist around them made it difficult to judge height, but it seemed they were no more than about five hundred feet above the land of green over which they had been hovering.

“Yes, I’m sure of it,” said Victor. “We’re back over the earth.” But Philip shook his head. “I don’t think we are,” he denied, and then, turning to Peter shouted, “Is she still in control all right?”

“Yes,” answered Peter, “perfect.”

It now seemed to all three as though they were in an airship that was being blown across the sea above a great island. The ship appeared to be travelling at a great and yet a steady speed, and was behaving, as Peter said, perfectly, apart from an occasional bump, such as one would get while travelling in an air liner from London to Paris.

There was no sign of life that they could observe, but all of them felt that wherever this place might be, they would try to land. After all, Victor and Peter argued, it might be some part of the earth, and anyhow it looked innocent and attractive enough. By general consent, Peter began to work the controls so as to bring the ship down safely somewhere. With their faces glued against the windows, Victor and Philip gave Peter signals to help him in making the landing they needed. The ship was immediately over a huge plateau, protected by even greater and higher mountains than they had seen just previously. It seemed a perfect place for a landing, and immediately ahead of them they saw a huge ravine, a natural path cut, so it seemed, by an army of giants through the hills. Beyond was a horizon over which they could see nothing. Lower and lower the ship sank, but when they expected the quiet bump that would have been the signal of landing in a few moments, the Aeronauticus began once more to bounce and jump about, though not so violently as it had done before.

“Steady now,” called Victor. “Let her down gently. There’s only a few more hundred feet, you know.”

It was true that no more than a few hundred feet existed between the ship and the ground, but in those last few moments of imminent landing the swiftly eddying current caused the Aeronauticus to give a sudden push upwards, which made all three occupants think they were being hurled into space again. But this did not happen. The ship sagged or lobbed sideways and was immediately caught in a tremendously powerful air current which sent it shooting, as though hurled from a great cannon, through the chasm in the mountains. It was hard for any of them to calculate the speed of the ship in that moment of unexpected thrill and peril, but they were each sure that it couldn’t nave been less than four or five hundred miles an hour.

All three were more prepared for emergencies like this one now they had come through so much, but this almost took them off their guard.

“Look out, Peter,” roared Victor, “keep your rudder straight or we’ll hit the mountains.”

Philip, alongside Victor, knew this was sound advice, for the chasm, though long, was narrow and enormous rocky boulders broke the surface of green in the lower part of the hills. All three knew, particularly Victor and Philip, who had the best view, that the slightest mistake on Peter’s part would cause them to be hurled against rocks which would smash them to fragments as though the Aeronauticus were nothing but an eggshell.

When the Professor had designed the ship, he had built it so that it could be navigated, if that were possible, in heights of stratosphere or sub-stratosphere. The angles of vision from the control set were designed, not like those in an air-liner, to give a perfect view downward as well as to left and right. Certainly the Professor never visualized its racing at an appalling speed through a mighty mountain chasm. So Peter was at a severe and dangerous disadvantage. He could see the green mountains flashing by; he could glimpse the sinister boulders as the ship whizzed past them; he could see at intervals great patches of sky, but his range of vision was most drastically limited.

Victor realized this, and shouted at the top of his voice, “Peter, watch me. Turn to port when I move my arm to the left, and to starboard when I move it to the right. When the ship should go up, I’ll make an upward motion with my hand, and when it should go down, I’ll give a sign for that too.”

Peter nodded in acknowledgment of this swiftly conceived code and clung on breathlessly to the controls, trying some of the few tricks he had learned in handling the Aeronauticus in the hope that he might discover how to check the speed, which was now increasingly alarming.

To add to their danger and difficulty, the queer mist which had partially covered thewindows of Aeronauticus a short time before began to appear again. Still the ship raced on and both Victor and Philip began to feel they were unable to give any sure guidance to Peter, for they could see no more than a few yards out of the observation windows. All Peter could do, and did, was to keep the ship on a straight rudder and hope for the best. And a very precarious best it was. More than half blinded by the darkness and the speed at which they were moving, the navigators of the Aeronauticus just held their breath. They grazed past one particularly evil-looking boulder which tore away some wires and a few feet of the fabric of the ship. Although the automatic screen-wiper was working at feverish speed, it seemed unable to cope with the dense mist forming on the windows.

With expressions of dismay, Victor and Philip looked at Peter as much as to say, “We can’t give you any help now because we can’t see anything much. Can’t you do something to stop the ship?”

Those words, though unspoken, were felt by Peter, but he was as helpless as his chums. For some time past, Victor, during his turns at the controls, had formed some theories of the workings of certain switches and levers which he, like the rest of them, had not ventured to use until now in case the whole ship became disintegrated. They did not know what was the exact use of these switches and thought they should be left severely alone. As a matter of fact, each of the boys in his own mind had formed theories as to what part these unlabelled controls should play in the ship’s working. They had discussed them and found rather to their discomfiture that each of the three had a different idea as to what these switches meant, so they agreed that the best thing to do was to leave them alone in case misuse led to catastrophe.

“Now is the time,” Peter thought to himself, “that a risk has to be taken,” and without consulting the others he decided to test a theory he had long held concerning a white button which was placed near the control lever. He had never for a moment thought it had anything to do with the control of the ship. The fact that it was in almost the same row as a series of buttons which controlled the general lighting of the Aeronauticus and the special lighting of a number of instruments, made him feel sure that it was in some way connected with a light of some kind or other. Now or never, he thought. Things could hardly be worse!

Peter took a deep breath, glanced at his friends with an expression on his face, had they been able to notice it, which showed the wincing fear of someone who felt he might be sending them all to an immediate death. Then he pressed the large white button. Fearfully he waited, and then after a pause of only a few seconds there was a slight but peculiar buzzing noise which seemed to come from outside the ship. Victor and Philip looked round quickly, guessing that their comrade had touched off something. What was it? Desperately they looked at their chum at the controls, and while he shook his head to negative their inquiry, the answer to the mystery came—in one great searchlight glare which shot out from the front of the ship. So white was its dazzling light that the boys involuntarily closed their eyes.

Victor was the first to open his eyes again. “It’s a searchlight,” he shouted. “It will save us!”

At that moment, the searchlight, instead of saving them, looked more like bringing disaster upon them more quickly than anything else, for the beam shot obliquely upwards at an angle of nearly fifty degrees, throwing a shaft of vivid light right into the cabin and making it impossible to see anything—and still the ship raced on through the boulder-ridden chasm.

After the momentary exultation in his sense of discovery, Peter thought quickly and realized that if there were were a searchlight there must also be a means of controlling and directing it. Of course, he told himself, a searchlight would be useless without such a guiding power, but where was the point of such control? There was no other button or knob, not another wheel or lever that seemed to have any connexion with the searchlight.

Peter felt his brain numb with the strain of thinking against time. He must find a solution. And then it came to him. In a moment of inspiration he made another quick experiment. He moved the rudder wheel a tiny fraction to the left—and the light immediately followed. Hurrah! His theory was right. Where the ship moved, to port or starboard, higher or lower, so did the light follow. Another touch of the lever and the ship tipped a little and so did the searchlight, throwing a great beam some thousands of yards ahead.

The glaring light which had blinded the boys in the cabin had now been directed away from them and was doing its work of showing them where they were going as they hurtled m the Aeronauticus through the mysterious and terrifying chasm.

Then Peter, elated and encouraged by his previous success, made another discovery. It was that the light was so flexible that if the ship were given a slight tilt upwards and then quietly dropped down to an altitude a little lower, the light would revolve automatically in a great circle as though making a search which would guide the navigators of the Aeronauticus.

Thus, all Peter had to do so as to allow Victor and Philip to guide him with complete accuracy, was from time to time to lift back and then push forward the lever guiding the ship and the searchlight, giving a few seconds of interval. Then the light worked as does the beam of a lighthouse, revolving slowly.

But still, danger was not over. The speed of the ship had not decreased, and nothing that Peter could do or that Philip or Victor could think of, seemed to lessen its terrific pace. Already they had had one narrow escape from being destroyed through colliding with a boulder and the peril was by no means at an end.

Not long after the vital searchlight discovery had been made, Victor and Philip noticed that the chasm was getting wider and therefore easier to navigate. Once out of this chasm—and obviously it could not last for ever—they agreed that they should be able to make a perfectly safe landing, provided, of course, that they were also able to get out of the tremendous air rush which had first dashed them into the gash in the mountains. As they were discussing this, they saw ahead in their direct line of flight what at first seemed like a town on fire. But as they came closer they discovered it was nothing of the sort. Certainly something was on fire, but equally certainly it was not a town. Great pillars of flame leapt from the floor of the chasm to a height of two or three thousand feet. Each column of flame was separated from the others by a mile or so. This much the boys could see even before they were confronted with the new crisis.

Up to the present, the mountain gorge had been almost as straight as a railway track in England, but now it began to take turns, and dangerous curves had to be negotiated. One of these was so sharp a bend that it caused the chasm to stretch away almost at right angles, and while flying along the base of the angle, so to speak, they could see stretching for a long way on their left the fire pillars.

It suddenly occurred to Victor that they might be able to escape this new danger if the machine could leave the chasm where the corner turned—in other words, if they could so navigate the ship to leave the course of the mysterious gorge. He shouted out this idea to Peter who himself could see the flames in the near distance. Peter at once caught on and used every wheel and lever which he could bring to bear so that the ship might take leave of the perilous gallery where it turned so drastically to the left. At one moment he thought he was going to succeed, because the ship quivered for a few seconds as though about to answer its controls. Peter began to tug more strongly at the levers, when the controls seemed to change their minds, as it were, and it seemed that after all his efforts were in vain. Victor and Philip hurried to their pal’s aid. But it was of no use. The Aeronauticus merely took the course of the chasm and turned as though it were a railway locomotive turning on a metal bend. The ship simply could not escape the current of air, the rushing noise of which occasionally rose to a hurricane-like sound, dying away with a low moan. The terrific cross-currents of air which occurred at the hairpin bend of the gorge made the ship jump and tremble so that the instruments rattled in their bearings and the three occupants of the ship had to hold tightly to avoid being thrown on to the floor, if not against the walls.

Only one important effect seemed to have been the result of the change of compass direction It was that the Aeronauticus was now travelling considerably slower, as though the eddy—and this was indeed the fact—was not so strong in the second section of the gully. But still they were moving at a strong, steady pace unswervingly towards the mighty columns of flame.

Knowing that Peter had perhaps not quite realized the immediate danger, Victor hurried to the controls and shouted to his pal to make a closer inspection of the flame columns, so that he would get a stronger notion of the danger. Peter whistled when he looked out, and then hurriedly returned to his post. Just after the searchlight had been switched on, Peter, as you will remember, discovered that he could fly a little higher or lower by a vigorous use of the controls, though the additional margin of altitude was very small, yet enough to make the automatic control of the searchlight function. Their only hope, it was obvious, lay in their being able to increase the altitude to such a point that the ship would fly well over the flames, since they could not get around them. Peter did his best, and his best, though always good, was of little avail against the forces that were driving the ship every moment nearer to its doom.

Now the Aeronauticus, though its speed was slower than ever and seemed hardly to be moving, was definitely creeping towards the first of the flame columns which stood in advance of the machine like giant sentinels.

To be devoured by flames seemed the immediate fate of the boys who had seen and escaped from so much in their earlier adventures in the stratosphere. Could they crash the ship? It seemed to them that any death would be better than being consumed by fire. All agreed that they would try this desperate course, but nothing that any of them could do with the controls made the ship behave in any manner other than the normal one. If lugging at a wheel to make the rudder turn violently to the left would make the ship in effect move slightly in that direction, it did no more than that, and immediately afterwards it was flying through the gully again gripped by the merciless current. Naturally they thought again of the rockets which they had been able to set off with the touching of a button, so escaping various dangers, but none of the rocket buttons brought any response when pressed on this desperate occasion. Whether they were all used up or whether some were defective, the boys could not tell. What they did know was that nothing happened when they fiddled with the rocket apparatus. They even tried once again to push the ship off the course that was being imposed upon it, by running, all three of them, from one end of the cabin to the other, thus causing a rocking movement which might have brought about a drift in one direction or the other as it had once before. But on this occasion nothing availed, and the boys peered through the windows, Peter having left his controls now in sheer despair, to wait for the dreadful thing that seemed certain to happen. Slowly the ship came nearer to the huge flame. So dreadfully vivid was it that it seemed to light the whole area of earth for miles, and threw a strange red glow into the cabin of the ship itself. Nearer and nearer came the ship.

Then the Aeronauticus made a short pause of the kind that a great vessel at sea makes before taking its final plunge. The boys closed their eyes and clenched their fists. They hoped that at the last moment something might happen which would help them. The ship began to spin a little, and Peter made a last despairing grab at the controls, pushing, pulling and tearing at everything he could lay his hands on. But there was no response.

Now that death seemed at last to have overtaken them, the boys gave each other a quick glance. Their faces were pale and drawn and one of them, the most highly strung and excitable of the three, gave a little cry in his agony of anticipation.

Into the fifty-yards wide flame drifted the Aeronauticus, and the three youngsters—who by the sheer accident of taking a ride on their motor-bikes in the country now found themselves in this awful predicament—stood biting their lips until the blood came, waiting for the most painful of all deaths.

But it did not come! There was no last moment dramatic escape as they had prayed and hoped for. The ship floated through a mass of flame. In fact, it floated in and about it. The glow of bright orange combined with violet seemed as though it were about to consume it. The boys felt their hair and eyebrows being scorched in a swift sense of considerable heat, which each thought was the preliminary to the ship’s being consumed in flames, but immediately afterwards they realized that the Aeronauticus had actually floated right through the pillar of flame and was still moving on, apparently quite unscathed.

All were dumbfounded, and none spoke, for there was nothing they could think of to express their thoughts. Not far away was the second pillar, and then just immediately beyond they knew was the third, fourth, fifth—There must have been fifty of them at least. Had they escaped this time by a miracle, only be destroyed in a few moments? Each glanced at the other and even in the fearful tension of those moments realized that some kind of change had taken place in them. Not Ions before their faces had been pale with terror, yes, with terror, as any of them would admit but now bronzed cheeks took the place of that deathly pallor.

Quick-thinking Victor said to himself, that is only the glow from the flames, for he did not then realize what its true significance was.

Continuing its slow progress forward, the Aeronauticus kept to its course, and though there was great fear in their hearts when the ship approached the second pillar of name, they recovered their nerve and courage when this was negotiated with no more than a little face-scorching as before.

So it went on until the stratosphere craft had flown through each and all of the mighty columns of flame. All that Peter could say at the end was, “By Jove, it was hot!” A remark to which Victor replied grinningly, “It might have been hotter!”

They laughed, rather feebly, as all would have admitted, but the fire danger had passed.

Soon after, the three youthful adventurers were recalling their experiences on the ground—not on the ground of the Earth, but on that of the new stratosphere land to which they had at last brought the ship down safely. Escaping from the gorge and the mighty pillars of flame, they had encountered a storm which in its features was very much like those which happen in English March, but Peter’s skill at the controls, now considerable through his experience, was more than equal to bringing the Aeronauticus down on a field which looked like wheat ready for the harvest. It was the best available landing-place close to what was obviously a huge and important township, composed of gaily coloured wooden houses. True, some little damage had been done, not to the ship, but to a corner of the field of crops, but the new and friendly hosts among whom they soon found themselves had smiled indulgently when Peter stammered out an apology. Among the many surprises they had already received was the fact that the inhabitants of this new piece of stratosphere country spoke and understood English, although their speech much resembled—and this was the nearest comparison they could make—a strong Devonshire burr. In fact, so much was the physical appearance of these people, as well as the aspect of their buildings, like those they had seen in the countryside of Britain, that still they could hardly believe they had not after all arrived back on the earth planet. Food, clothes, physical appearance—all reminded them of what they had been accustomed to before their breathless and perilous projection into the stratosphere began

A large crowd hurried from the township to meet them as the ship was circling over the mighty wheat field looking for a landing-place, and the reception they gave the boys made them feel, as Victor put it, like three Lindbergs.

The highly intelligent appearance of those who crowded round the ship and took them to a path which led from the field, made the three youngsters expect that they would be taken to the town in some elegant self-propelled car, or perhaps in some even more wonderful contraption. They were escorted on foot, and no vehicle of any kind did they see, however. Before leaving the field, Peter, ever mindful of his beloved ship, had made it as secure as possible, by embedding one of its anchors in the soft soil, but as he gave a momentary glimpse backwards on the way from their temporary aerodrome to the town, he saw a party of men making the Aeronauticus even more secure with ropes of some kind.

The distance to walk was not far and the way was level, but soon all three boys began noticeably to show signs of effort. First Philip, then Victor, and next Peter began to puff and blow. One of the stratosphere people gave them a kindly smile of sympathy and explained briefly that it was owing to the rarity of the air which they were finding so trying.

More and greater crowds met them at what seemed to be the boundary of the township and they were taken to a house somewhat larger than the other dwellings. Here food of various kinds, consisting apparently for the most part of fruit, vegetables and milk, was placed before them, but they were far too excited to eat or drink. Everyone was talking in somewhat quaint English, but there was a general silence when a man who was obviously some kind of leader, and who had thick masses of grey hair, raised his hand and began to address them with a studied politeness which reminded Philip of the cultured poise simulated by characters he had seen in English plays with a Chinese atmosphere.

“My sons,” the man began, “there is nothing here of which you may be afraid. Unless we are much mistaken, you come either from the Earth planet itself or from one of the two others close to it, but never seen by your people.”

“We come from the Earth,” said Philip, “and we’ve never heard of any planets so close to us as you say.”

The stratosphere man smiled and said, “No, as I have said, you know nothing of them as they are surrounded with semi-air conditions through which neither your ordinary human eyes nor your telescopes can penetrate. Life on those other planets is much like it is on the Earth, as indeed it is here. There are many things which you Earth folk have yet to learn.”

All three friends, in the same breath almost, agreed with this, Peter blurting out, “We’ve jolly well learned the truth of that in the last few . . .” He broke off and looked at the others inquiringly, hoping that one would suggest the number of hours or days that had elapsed since they had been rocketed into the stratosphere. But neither of his chums was able to help with the correct answer. They looked for some guidance on this point to their newly-made stratosphere friends, who seemed to know everything, but the old man merely gave one of his wise smiles and said that it was impossible to convey to them any sense of time as it elapsed in the stratosphere, “Because,” he added, “time is not only a variable quality but is really non-existent. It dwells only in the minds of the people who must have some measurement to help them at their life and work and play.

“Time,” he continued, “is a grotesquely unreliable affair, and one of the few utter impossibilities in the universe is to try to make one mass of people, living in certain conditions understand the so-called time standards of another.”

This sounded a bit too profound for the three youngsters, and their faces as well as their puzzled silence showed it so. Their friend saw this at once and said: “I see you do not quite understand what I mean, but if you will think for a moment you will realize that even on your Earth, time measurements can be entirely bewildering to you.”

“Why, yes,” cried Philip, “I see what you mean. I never could understand what time it was in Australia when it was, say, four o’clock in the afternoon in England, and when the B.B.C. have those round-the-world broadcasts at Christmas time I’m simply whacked when I try to figure out what time it is here, there and somewhere else, though it’s all jolly fascinating. When it’s morning in England, it’s last night in another part of the world, and tomorrow somewhere else.”

Victor stammered apologetically. “I don’t suppose you know what my friend means by the B.B.C. or England or Australia. The B B C., sir . . .”

“Don’t worry, my dear young friend,” was the answer. “We know what the B.B.C. is. It is an organization, as you would call it, to communicate news and views and entertainment by means of what to us is an obsolete thing, in fact, by radio. In most of our universities and museums we keep those listening boxes so that students may be able to hear the progress of other civilizations, mostly much more backward, if I may say so without offence, than ours. We watch, too, with some amused interest, your attempts to transmit images and figures through your ether. There again our museum pieces are used to educate our young people.”

All this time, Peter, though interested in what they were being told, was bursting to hear some explanation of the dangers through which they had so miraculously passed only a short while since. The terrific currents and eddies of wind in the great chasm he could quite understand as being feasible, for in fact they might have been expected in some part of the Earth world where drastically unusual geographical features caused such currents that would be dangerous to airships or aeroplanes. He could understand the stormy condition which had put the ship temporarily out of control, and also the peaceful calm which had come suddenly upon them and made their landing possible. All that seemed quite reminiscent of the earth that they knew.

But what of the pillars of flame through which they had passed so strangely unscathed?

Peter voiced his thoughts rather diffidently.

Their host replied: “The explanation of the flaming columns through which you passed is fairly simple, and has much to do with the advanced knowledge we have here. Centuries ago—in your way of measuring time—we discovered the importance to life of the violet ray and, what is more, we found out how to control it in great quantities so as to bring our people health. Our pioneers were able to arrange constant and concentrated eruptions of these rays from certain parts of our land so that an unceasing health-giving force was constantly at work.”

“Now I see it,” said Peter. “We weren’t passing through fire as we understand it, but through these violet ray emissions of yours. That is why we had our faces scorched.”

The old man, who seemed to be addressed by the others by a name sounding to the boys much like Riba (though they never discovered if this actually were his name, nor yet did they ever find out the names of these strange people and their strange stratosphere land), turned now to the three chums and said: “As you will not be able to remain here for a very long time, though I assure you you would be perfectly welcome to do so, you would naturally like to see and know as much about our land and resources as is possible.”

“Frankly,” said Peter, “we’re simply bursting to know as much as we can, and particularly how it is you speak our language and have so much knowledge of our Earth.”

Riba gave one of his kind smiles again, and replied: “Well, in the first place, the reason why we are like you in so many ways is that this land, which is an island without a sea in the sense that you know it, happens to be in the same degree of stratosphere latitude and longitude as does your Earth, though its existence is unknown to your astronomers and Universe searchers. Some there are among us who consider that we sprang from a common stock or stratosphere beginning. Be that as it may, we share many characteristics though we are much older as a race. The study of your Earth and its peoples was once easily possible to us through the use of various rays which have now become extinct. These, too, we could produce from certain mines or craters, much in the same way as the violet rays, and made regularly to emerge at our will.”

“May I interrupt?” said Peter, whose eyes were lighting up now with the eagerness of a journalist who has hit upon a sudden idea. “Is it true that your stratosphere land here is one of those two fairly close to the Earth, as you said a short while ago?”

Riba replied: “It is distinctly possible. Certainly we have in thousands of centuries past been close to your Earth, but, as I say, the change of stratospheric conditions has made it more than a little difficult for us to understand exactly where we are now in relation to the planets. Formerly for certain we were one of the two bodies which your Earth could not see, though we could see each other and also your planet.”

“Have you no other language in your land excepting our English?” queried Peter.

“Oh, yes,” was the swift answer. “We’ve several, just as you have, but English, as you call it, in some form or another is used almost universally with us. Outlying tribes have their own dialects and different forms of speech, but there are few which would not understand if you addressed them. There are various racial types among us, but the difference is not great, any more than it is among the human species you know. You understand what I mean—a difference here and there, in the shape or size of the head or physical appearance, but very little else.”

“And mentally?” inquired Peter again. Riba paused for a while and then said: “Intellectually we are many centuries ahead of you because we have developed, at the expense of everything else, our minds and bodies. The average child in the streets of this township would be more than equal at least in mental calibre to your most learned university professors in knowledge and understanding, particularly in understanding. We have no wars, nor have we had for many thousands of years; no crime or prisons or illnesses. Those evils we have banished long ago. There is no crime because everyone has as much to eat and drink and wear as he wishes, and there are practically speaking no social or racial differences among us. I act as spokesman now for one reason and one reason only.”

As there was a slight pause, Peter interjected. “May I ask what that is, sir?”

Riba answered simply: “The reason is that I am one of those inhabitants of this land who have lived for nearly three hundred years. By far the greater majority die when they are two hundred. We know no reason for this more advanced age, and none of our most learned professors has ever been able to explain it precisely, though there are many theories. Perhaps it is that my forbears were prominent in harnessing the health-giving ultra violet rays and devoted their entire lives to such culture. Increased age is greatly venerated among our people.” Philip looked more than a little astonished—as did his chums—at this information, and asked:

“Do you mean that your people can live for two or three hundred years and die without illness?”

“Yes, it amounts to that,” was the reply from this leader of a strange people. “When a man or woman is almost exactly two hundred years old he or she expects to die and to die suddenly. The period of dying lasts no more than what in your time would be an hour.

“Now,” he continued, “I want to show you something of our land, but before we start, are there still some things you would like to ask me?”

All three looked at each other rather hesitantly, and then Peter said: “Yes, sir, one thing I should like to ask you. Why have you no motor-cars here seeing that you are so advanced in civilization?”

The tones in which Riba replied were for the first time almost stern. “On your earth,” he began. “the inhabitants were for countless centuries ‘happier and healthier without motor-cars. They made their journeys mostly on foot, sometimes on horseback, until there was an invention, a criminal invention as we regard it, which you call the motor-car. We saw it surging in the minds of your inventors and with the extra powers of future sight which we have cultivated, we could see also the tragedy and disaster and the dreadful problems which would come with this machine. The plans of the invention were simple enough, indeed crude, and we had understood them a very long time previously. But in our wisdom we never applied them. Supreme healthfulness and the development of intellect in an intensive form were the things upon which we had set our hearts.

“You may judge for yourselves whether our powers of foresight about your petrol engine were correct.”

All three nodded in evident agreement, and Riba went on to add, with a slow caustic smile:

“And that applies, too, to the motor-car that flies, and to the large steel tube, casing men and engines inside, which dives under your seas. Only of late, after all these centuries, have one or two of your people, not more, sought to build ships that fly, like yours in yonder harvest field, to discover stratosphere secrets which would bring good and not harm to mankind.”

The three balloonists sat in silence, and wondered if they should change the conversation from the subject that was not altogether palatable to them.

Peter remembered he had noticed when landing the Aeronauticus that the wheat in the huge field grew many times taller than that which they had seen on Earth farms. In fact he added, he attributed to this thickness of the crops the comparatively soft landing which the ship had made, although he had expected a serious or even disastrous crash.

There again, Riba explained the cause was the advanced knowledge which the people of his land possessed.

“Although the components and richness of our soil are much the same as yours because we share the same position in the stratosphere, we have learned to get twenty harvests a year from the same field, and the quality of the crops is infinitely superior to yours. Why, my young friends, as I can see from the texture of your skins and the colourings of your complexions—apart from the power of pre-vision of which I have already spoken—I know that you on Earth have only recently realized how best to take advantage of the natural resources of your soil and the trees and bushes which produce your fruit. Had those from whom you sprang thought more of these things and less of metal contraptions and crude liquids to make them go at great speeds, your race would now be as fine as ours. The animal I think you call a pig could be made a better pig by applying a few of the principles which we have applied to our own bodies for so long. You have spent endless research in making an engine work with perfect efficiency—or with what you thought perfect efficiency—by discovering the right oils with which to drive it. The machine otherwise would become diseased through faulty feeding, so to speak, and become decrepit, a diseased machine. Yet twisted human bodies, twisted through a thousand different causes, are numbered on your Earth by the million.”

As they were preparing to go on their tour of inspection, Peter—who had been comparing the physical appearance as well as the clothes of the stratosphere people with those of the Earth and noticing that though considerably taller there was not much difference apart from the radiant health which showed in all their faces—turned to Riba and asked: “Would you mind my asking if you smoke or drink in your land?”

"There are certain fermentations of fruit-juices which we use on convivial occasions,” was the reply, “for we believe that conviviality adds to life and happiness, but smoking we regard as a great evil to be avoided. We grow tobacco leaves in abundance, but they are used to fertilize our crops. Our ordinary drink is no more than water treated with ultra-violet ray process, and it tastes like your choicest wine, as you will agree when you care to accept a bowl of it.”

They were by then feeling thirsty and did care to accept and found the ultra-violet wine as delicious as their host had suggested. He smiled benignly as they drank their portions down, and then said: “Well, shall we go now, so that I can show you what we have to show.”

As they moved out of the house, a steady drizzle of rain began to fall, and when they were moving away accompanied by a crowd of the islanders, Riba explained that they could make rain Just when they liked according to their harvest needs. It was, he assured them, a most simple process, consisting of distributing a ray among the clouds and of spreading over large areas of ground certain chemical substances which attracted rain of a particular type.

“We could keep rain away altogether if we wanted to but we use our knowledge of how to attract wind or moisture whenever we want to help our crops. Centuries back, we used to have an intensive rainy season on the island, but that was not good for our cereals and we set about to discover methods of adjustment.”

Riba went on talking about other matters, and the voices of some of the accompanying islanders joined in the conversation. Suddenly, to the astonishment of the three balloonists, they realized they were alone. Only a few moments before and there had been a crowd of at least a hundred with them; now there was nobody in sight, though the island chatter was still audible. It must have been the look of amazement on the face of Philip which caused Riba to burst into a roar of laughter and to explain “Just another little secret “, which was that they knew how to make themselves invisible at will. Again it was described as being quite a simple matter when you only knew how.

Philip was about to start not exactly an argument about this, but to fire a number of questions, when Riba and the other islanders all became visible again with broad grins on their faces.

“I say, sir,” said Peter excitedly, “could you just tell us the secret of that? It would be a great lark when we get back—and I suppose we shall get back—to make ourselves invisible for the fun of mystifying our friends at parties and so on.”

But Riba’s face became grave. “I’m sorry, my young friends,” he began, “but I cannot impart to you knowledge which should come to the people of your Earth planet by evolution and experiment. It would certainly do you no good, and possibly a great deal of harm, to have knowledge of such secrets. The time will come, and pretty soon too, I prophesy, when you on the Earth will be able to do this by your own learning, and I have little doubt that some of your scientists are well on the way already to grasping the secret, for you do know, I take it, something of the potentialities of ultra-violet rays?”

“Oh yes,” rejoined Peter. “Quite a lot. They’re used now in all sorts of ways.”

“Well then,” said Riba, “all I will tell you at the moment is that our whole party here was made invisible by the use of a ray projected by one of us from a tiny transmitter which he carries under his robes. And this ^reminds me of another old-fashioned toy which we sometimes amuse ourselves with on the island. Just step for a moment or two into this museum.”

The three young stratosphere adventurers turned their eyes to a stout wooden structure which was almost exactly like the rest of the houses on the island excepting that it was larger and had three storeys, whereas the others had only one floor each. Inside the building they saw a large number of the young stratosphere people laughing uproariously round small boxes which they seemed to be using in some kind of game.

Peter moved instinctively nearer one of the groups to see what was going on, and was joined there by his two comrades and by Riba, who told them that the youngsters were playing an old-fashioned game of hide-and-seek with television sets.

“Old-fashioned game!” exclaimed Victor. “Why, television is the latest discovery——”

Once more Riba smiled wisely, and said: “That is the newest discovery for your scientists, but with us it was invented further back than we can remember. We had no use for it much, excepting to enable our farming folk to study weather conditions in distant parts of the croplands. We quickly found how to do without it, however, especially when we learned how to harness our weather. Now these television boxes are just playthings for the children.”

“How do they play with them?” asked Philip “What is the game?”

“Well, as I said,” answered Riba, “just a simple game of hideand-seek. A number of our young folk will go out into the fields and hide themselves in all sorts of ingenious ways The rules are that while they can make themselves invisible if they want to—though that process causes an aura of light or straggling wisps of light over their heads—they must talk or at least whisper from time to time. If the television camera does not catch them as they are darting to and from their hiding-places the sound microphones might help the detectors to spot their whereabouts. Each party being hunted carries a small receiving and transmitting set and they must admit when they have been spotted. Many of the little experts at the game have discovered how to obliterate the traces which the rays of invisibility leave, but there is one trace that cannot easily be obliterated.”

“And what’s that?” asked Peter.

“Their footprints,” was the answer given by Riba. “The very fertility of our soil means that it is most impressionable. The regulated rains give it constant moisture which is particularly susceptible to footprints. Some of us older folk know how the soil can be treated temporarily to avoid these tell-tale prints, but we don’t give the secret away to the youngsters. The game keeps their wits very sharp. For instance, those in the hunted party make false footprints in various parts of the island just before the same is due to start, and I suspect that one young rascal has found a way of faking the little circular light wisps. “Anyhow, the game is always good fun, as you can see.”

Philip, Victor and Peter certainly could see, because the laughter in the museum grew louder as the game went on. Riba at last interrupted it to introduce the strangers, all of whom seemed to become seized with a kind of inferiority complex when they talked to the young stratosphere people. It was like speaking with university professors, so perfect was their poise, and so obviously superior their intellectual powers. The three friends felt like children, although the youngsters of the stratosphere island went to great pains to make themselves as unassuming and as charming as possible.

So strong was this feeling with Peter that he took the first chance of hurrying away, though his two companions stayed on for a little while longer to talk with the young giants of intellect. They, too, however, seemed to find themselves overwhelmed by the questions which were fired at them from the young island folk who looked like third-formers yet spoke like senior wranglers. They asked so many questions that neither of the young men could answer and seemed puzzled to find evidence of such—to them— low intelligence. Victor was the most reluctant to drag himself away from the rows of television boxes, for he felt that he had begun to understand some of the points of the game. When he tried to score a point, so to speak, he heard a voice from a portable transmitter in the fields tell him it was a false point because the footprints were not real ones. The stratosphere youths were too polite to laugh, though they seemed as though they would have liked to do so.

At last Victor and Philip joined Peter and Riba outside the museum. Riba indicated that they should keep in shelter for a while. “We have arranged a thunderstorm for your special benefit,” said Riba, as though he were conferring something of a favour upon the balloonists though none of them was conscious of such a boon.

They thought that a thunderstorm in the stratosphere would be far from pleasant, but actually as it turned out it was quite a mild affair, not nearly as bad as some of the violent thunderstorms they had witnessed on earth.

The lightning, however, was far more vivid and somewhat terrifying.

When the storm was over, Riba told them that these thunderstorms—without heavy rainfall were necessary for the cultivation of their crops and that they could be arranged whenever the people wished. Rays from the lightning flashes, it was made clear, strengthened temporarily the ultra-violet rays and increased the fertility of the land.

Noticing that Peter was having a little difficulty in breathing, Riba said at last as they emerged from the sheltered entrance to the museum: “You will not be able to stay with us much longer, but we should like to show you one interesting thing before you go.”

Victor grinned and said: “Excuse me, sir, you have done nothing else but show us interesting things since we arrived on your island.”

“That is very kind of you,” nodded Riba, “but this last thing I think you will find, as Earth people, of particular interest. Come with me.”

Once more on the move, the three followed Riba, again accompanied by the crowd of stratosphere people, some of whom handed them choice fruits, like pineapples and peaches, which they gathered from the hedgerows. After some time of walking, they reached what looked like a bay, though there was no sea as they knew it.

Down a steep slope they all walked, and as they clambered round boulders, Riba said: “This is what we call the Bay of the Apes. You will see them in a moment. They are people who have not grown up and developed as we have As you know, on your Earth ape-forms wander in forests and Jungles. Some of your greatest scientists have said that they are your cousins They are right, though, as you also know it has been disputed.”

A moment later, a small baboon-like creature came running up to Riba, and bowing, addressed him in a few words of what the balloonists might have called broken English.

“This is Rota, chief of the Bay of Apes,” said Riba. “For many years we have taught him and his tribe some of the things we have learned, but they are backward in their understanding. The chief here is the most outstanding among them, and he tries so far as he can to impart his knowledge to the rest. They are all kindly and anxious to learn. Sometimes, especially in harvests, they assist us in the field labour that we have to do in collecting our crops. Their physical strength is tremendous, and even the most learned of us cannot explain how these apes, who obviously belong to our tribal group, still remain apes and are not really as we are.”

By this time, crowds of the ape-people had flocked around the three strangers from the Earth and chattered to them in various degrees of efficient speech. It seemed, as Peter afterwards remembered, as though it was not the Bay of Apes they found themselves in, but the Bay of Babel. Only a few were really intelligible but it was obvious that all the apes were most interested when Riba explained to them in a cruder tribal tongue, not a word of which the Earth youngsters could understand, all about their arrival on the island.

Gifts of fruit and wine were handed by the apes to all three, until they were so loaded that the other stratosphere people had to relieve them of their burdens, which they did with their usual kindly smiles.

At a signal from Riba the visiting party turned and made their way from the Bay of the Apes, while the apes themselves set up a curious cry or chorus which Riba said was a kind of farewell and blessing.

After a further brief visit to Riba’s house, the three young friends were shown back to the field where they had landed. By this time, so strong was the effect of the rarefied atmosphere on all of them, they could talk to their hosts only with difficulty.

As they were about to step into the Aeronauticus, Peter said to Riba: “Can you tell us what to do next so as to get back to the Earth safely?”

Riba replied: “Let the ship go her own way and I think you will find that by some intricate process of gravity which you cannot yet understand, you will get there all right, though your trials and problems may not yet be over. Fear not.”

Thus reassured, all three clambered into the basket, and at a signal from Riba a small group of men who had been looking after the ship in their absence, released the ropes. Almost as soon as they had done so the ship was flying in the stratosphere again. It flew off just like a rocket at first, and then steadied itself and began to move in an indefinite direction, whither the three travellers knew not, but they waved a cheerful farewell to the kindly folk on the amazing island of the stratosphere.






Chapter VIII

Floating Space Islands

Rested after their brief stay on the friendly stratosphere island, the friends stood by the observation windows of the Aeronauticus chatting about their latest adventure. Altogether more cheerful, they felt the possibility of Victor’s earlier words coming true. “Somehow I’ve got a hunch that we’re out of the wood now and that we may soon see home sweet home again,” he had said, and although Riba and his people had been unable to help them with definite directions about getting back to Earth, each felt that the stratosphere held no more terrors for them, and that home would eventually be reached in safety.

So they stood now, munching some of the luscious fruit with which the stratosphere people had laden them, and gazing through the windows as the Aeronauticus drifted towards new adventures.

Suddenly Victor pointed excitedly.

Into their vision had swum a number of huge objects, distant and indistinguishable. The objects were deep blue in colour and swiftly came into focus.

“Look out!” yelled Philip, “they must more of those space monsters.”

“Why, I believe . . .” began Peter. Then he sprang to the Televista machine and brought the instrument to bear on the objects. A dull moving blur, and then they came sharply into focus.

“Islands!” said Peter excitedly. “More floating islands of space.”

Philip and Victor gazed down into the screen.

“You’re right,” said Philip. “And look at the size of them. They’re getting closer now, and they look as if they’re clouds across the sky.”

“You know,” said Victor, “even now I can’t understand how islands float in space.”

Peter grinned.

“We’re in the space, Vic,” he replied, “and things are all topsy turvy here. There’s probably some great force that can support islands and even other worlds. . . . You ought to know. You’re a radio fan!”

“What’s that got to do with it?” asked Victor.

Peter paused for a moment and scratched his head.

“Here! I’m not a blinking scientist,” he said. “But what I mean is that if the ether is strong enough to convey from one central point to the ends of the Earth music and speech, and all the other things that are broadcast, why shouldn’t there be in space a kind of super-ether that will support mighty floating islands? Surely there must be weight, or force, or something in a broadcast sentence or bar of music, which means that the ether must be strong enough to support it.”

“Hmm. I see what you mean,” answered Victor.

“Sez you!” put in Philip.

All three gazed out of the cabin window once more. Nothing they had ever seen was comparable to what met their eyes. The Aeronauticus had drawn nearer and nearer to the islands and the most glorious colours now surrounded them. They were all the elementary colours of the rainbow, but a thousand times brighter. The picture of the largest of the floating islands was brought as sharply as possible into focus on the Televista machine, but the Aeronauticus was still too far away for them to see what this nearest and biggest island was really like.

Suddenly Victor turned from the Televista apparatus.

“Why, we’re travelling away from it,” he said. “Look, it’s going out of focus. I to have a good look at that place.”

Peter gazed down into the screen, and sure enough he saw that the island was gradually vanishing from the eye of the Televista. Victor made a fresh attempt to “bring it in”, but the only result was like that of looking at a blurred photograph in colour.

“We’re travelling away from the island so fast that it’ll soon disappear altogether,” cried Victor at last. “Can’t you do something about it, Peter?”

Peter looked at the other in amazement.

“What can I do about it?” he asked. “I know no more about this Televista machine than you do. And how the deuce can I help it if we’re moving away from the island?”

Philip grinned.

“Of course you can do something about it, Peter,” he said. “Don’t you remember that you made a sketch of the design of the machine when the Martian Lord fellow sent it to us on the screen?”

Peter started abruptly and rumbled in his pockets. He brought out the scrap of paper upon which he had hurriedly drawn the sketch televised from the Red World by the Martian Lord when he was trying to convince the “Earth people”, as he called them, that he knew as much about their ship as they did.

Actually, the Martian had been helping them without knowing it, for they had ascended into space in a ship of which they knew nothing.

“You’re right,” Peter exclaimed eagerly. “Here it is.”

“Let’s have a look,” said Philip. “I remember seeing enough of the picture to show that it contained all the details we want.”

The three space travellers bent over the rough sketch Peter had made during the moments of conflict with the Martian people.

Much of it was indecipherable, but nevertheless Peter had written down “steering” next to the crude drawing of a lever.

“There it is!” cried Victor excitedly. “The lever must be one of those handles that control the rockets. . . . See, you’ve written it down yourself.”

Peter still looked with some bewilderment at his own sketch. “I think you’re right,” he said at last. “This rough circle represents the cabin of the ship. . . . Yes, it’s close to the rocket levers. It’s the end lever, next to the final rocket lever. Let’s have a look at them all.”

All three turned to the rows of lever. “Why, there it is,” said Victor as he pointed to the last in the row. “It is different from the rest. Have a go at it, Peter.”

“The bottom will probably drop out of the ship or something!” said Philip. “For goodness’ sake be careful.”

“Can’t put us in any worse position than we are,” said Peter.

He took hold of the lever and pulled it towards him. Excitement in their eyes, Philip and Victor looked out of the cabin window expecting to see some effect of the movement—but nothing happened.

The ship still went on in its course, upward or forward— whichever it was, they didn’t know.

“Try it the other way,” suggested Philip. “To the left, I mean.”

Peter took hold of the lever again and pushed it with all his strength to the left.

Once again there appeared to be no sign of effect from the movement.

Then Victor shouted suddenly.

“Why, we’ve got it! We’ve done it!”

“Eh?” asked Philip blankly.

Victor pointed to the Televista screen, as both his companions looked down at it.

The floating space island had come vividly into focus again, far more clearly than they had seen it before, and every moment it was coming up into greater relief.

“Don’t you see?” shouted Victor. “We’ve turned the ship to starboard and we’re getting nearer the island.”

“Jove! you’re right,” cried Philip. “We must be travelling towards it at a terrific pace.”

The floating island of space seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see.

It was flat except for one enormous mountain which reared its head near the middle.

At the top of the mountain was something that glistened strangely.

“It looks like a huge diamond,” said Philip, as he peered closer into the Televista screen.

So rapidly were they now approaching the island that Victor, always thinking of the mechanical side of things, said to Peter: “Hadn’t you better be careful? If we go on at this rate we’ll run straight into the mountain.”

With a quick movement Peter grabbed at the control lever and pulled it sharply towards him.

This time the three space travellers were able to perceive the effect of the movement of the control lever, the reason being that they had something solid with which to compare their rate of speed.

The ship went soaring up at an incredible speed above the island. Peter swung the lever hard to port, causing the Aeronauticus to swing right round with a violent jerk.

“That’s right.” said Victor. “Let’s have a good look at the place. I haven’t seen anybody yet, but if there’s anyone on the islands they don’t seem to want to harm us like those blighters on Mars. . . .”

Victor paused abruptly.

“W—why,” he stuttered. “W—where is the place? It’s gone! Vanished. . . . Look for yourselves.”

Peter and Philip stared out of the cabin window and gasped. There was now absolutely nothing to be seen, but the void of space.

The island had gone in a flash, nor could they see any of the other islands which they had glimpsed only a short while before.

“But——” gasped Philip. “I saw them a minute ago.”

“Do you think,” said Victor, “that we only fancied we saw the islands? Perhaps it was a mirage or something.”

Peter shook his head.

“No, I don’t think so. All three of us saw it at the same time. I don’t know what has happened. Queer things must go on up here in space.”

“It couldn’t have been a mirage,” said Philip with sudden decision. “We saw it on the Televista screen. It would be impossible for a mechanical thing like a machine to see a mirage!”

The others nodded in agreement. “Perhaps the island was there all right,” suggested Victor. “But in some way the inhabitants were able to make it vanish or to hide it from us? As protection for instance. They might have been just as much afraid of us as the Martians were, but preferred to defend themselves in this way instead of attacking us.”

“It’s an idea,” grinned Peter.

“I’ve got a scheme,” said Philip suddenly. “Let’s take over the controls.”

Peter shrugged his shoulders, and Philip’s hands went down to the control lever.

He pulled it round as far to the right as Peter had pulled it to the left. Then, to the amazement of his companions, he pulled one of the rocket levers.

When the initial thunder of the exploding rocket had died away, Victor stared out of the cabin window. Suddenly he shouted: “There’s something ahead. . . . Just a tiny speck. . . . Let’s have a look at the screen.”

He turned to the Televista apparatus and moved the nozzle of it by adjusting the controls.

“What is it?” asked Philip, remaining by the levers.

“My aunt!” returned Peter, “it’s the island again. It’s almost as clear now as it was before. Give the lever a turn to port, Philip. That’s better. How on earth did you manage it?” Philip grinned.

“Elementary, my dear Watson. I remembered that you had given the ship a complete turn, with the result that it was racing away from the island at a terrific speed. Now, with the help of the rocket, which has given us an extra burst of speed, we have caught it up again. It looks as though the speed of the island is much the same as ours. That’s why we were able to hover about it. But when you moved the lever you made the ship turn tail, as it were. We were racing away from the island at the same speed at which it was racing from us. So we soon lost sight of each other.”

Philip bowed in a mock gesture.

By this time the ship was once more making straight for the large green mountain, and again the lever was pulled back so as to make the ship rise to avoid it.

Philip, still at the controls, banked the Aeronauticus so that it actually encircled the huge mountain.

It was a mysterious looking place with curious apertures. The enormous thing which, from the distance, they had seen glistening on the top was of terrific size and seemed to be a huge globe made of crushed diamonds, which glistened so strongly that the chums could hardly bear to gaze at it.

In attempting to make the ship circle Philip almost forgot that the same thing that had occurred before would most assuredly happen again.

He remembered in time, and gave the ship more height, rising a considerable distance above the island, manoeuvring the Aeronauticus in the hope of making a successful landing.

“You know what I reckon,” he shouted. “It would be pretty easy to land if we knew how to shut off power immediately we touched.”

“Yes,” answered Peter doubtfully. “You might try drawing those rocket levers back. I can’t think of anything else.”

There was an enormous stretch of flat greenness directly beneath the ship now, and as Philip manoeuvred the machine lower the three space travellers caught glimpses of moving creatures, also in green.

Then came the moment when Philip made a long sweep, straight over the vast flat area, direct for the mountain.

While holding the control lever with his right hand, Philip reached out his left hand to the levers, now in a forward position, that had fired off the rockets already exploded, and with a quick movement pulled the first one back.

The effect on the ship was immediately perceived. It gave a short jerk and there was a definite slowing of pace.

Philip had only a second or two to make up his mind about the others, and he pulled them back almost simultaneously, pushing the control lever slightly forward.

Almost as though it were an autogiro the ship came nearly to a standstill and slowly dropped on to the island with a gentle bump.

“Hurrah!” shouted Victor in sudden enthusiasm.

Peter, meanwhile, was looking out of the cabin window. Moving towards them at great speed seemed to be hundreds of green figures. The space island was inhabited, then! But by what kind of creatures? The companions were yet to know.

Without a word, but inwardly quaking with excitement, they dragged open the door of the ship and stepped out into a strange world.






Chapter IX

The Land of the Acrons

A huge gathering of strange, hooded men stood watching as the three daring space travellers disembarked from the giant space ship, Aeronauticus.

A little uncertain, the companions halted at the foot of the steps and looked at the man who was standing directly in front of them. He was twice as tall as any earthly being, and was clothed from head to foot in a green garment with a hooded cowl, strangely like that of a monk.

“I say—” Philip clutched at the arm of his companion, Peter Handley. “D’you think they mean——”

Before he could say more the foremost space islander acted. It seemed that he saw in Philip’s movements some sort of treachery, for even as the young fellow spoke the hooded man made some movement with his hand, and a jet of vapour leapt from him.

The three space travellers staggered back as the vapour swirled about them as it struck.

Peter, who caught the full blast of it, coughed and choked as it got to his lungs. His hand was tearing at his collar as he fell.

Limply his two companions fell beside him All went black, and they remembered no more.

It seemed they had only escaped from one peril to land full tilt into another, perhaps even more deadly. The strange hooded inhabitants of space island had seemed friendly and peaceful, but perhaps this outward appearance masked only an evil and hostile nature.

How long he was unconscious, Peter was never able to tell. It might have been hours; perhaps it was no more than minutes.
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The three space travellers staggered back.




He awoke, however, to find himself still lying on the ground beside the Aeronauticus, with several of the space islanders gazing down at him.

Others seemed to be searching his two companions, and he judged they must have done the same to him. The hooded men were swarming about inside the Aeronauticus, too, touching and examining everything.

Then Peter looked up into the face of the man bending over him, and he was surprised to find that the man was smiling. His surprise turned to sheer amazement when the man spoke.

“Fear not, Earthman,” he said in pure English, almost without a trace of accent. “We have no harm to do to you. It was just that we had to observe care. We have been attacked from other Planets before. But we find you come unarmed, and are satisfied. You are of the Planet Earth and we welcome you to Aero, capital city of the space islands.”

Without another word, he assisted Peter to his feet, and went over to Philip and Victor, who were now also stirring.

All three stood before the huge islanders, wondering rather fearfully what was to happen next.

“Come, Earthmen,” said the man, who appeared to be some kind of leader and wore a broad crimson sash about him to mark him from the others. “We will take you to the city.”

Dumbfounded, the three space travellers followed the procession of men towards the huge green pyramid-shaped mountain they had first noticed on the island.

It appeared that after all they had fallen from space among a kindly and wise people.

“You see, Earthmen, we are a floating island. . . .” The Leader of the Acrons was speaking as they walked towards the green mountain.

“Yes,” said Peter. “We saw your island from our ship. It seems strange that an island can float about.”

The Acron smiled.

“But your Earth floats, or rather flies in space. It revolves around the sun, without anything to support it except its own volition. Does it not?”

“That’s true,” replied Peter, whom the others were content to allow to do all the talking. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

“You see,” the islander went on, “Acron floats in space at a greater speed, though it is not noticeable when you are on the island, as you will observe for yourselves. Just in the same way you cannot notice the great rate at which your Earth is being hurled round the sun.

“Our island moves according to well-defined natural laws,” he went on. “Sometimes these laws of movement bring us near the Earth planet. Through our instruments we are able to get intimate glimpses of life on the Earth, though the clouds which nearly always surround the Earth often obstruct our view.”

Peter listened to what the Acron had to say whilst the others observed the strange people about them, and then asked this question:

“Why is it we have never seen your floating island from the Earth? Is it because you have not been close enough?”

“Not at all,” was the answer. “We have been seen by you Earth people. When you were young you yourselves may have seen us.”

Peter looked surprised. “But how——” he began.

The space islander smiled as he put in: “You have heard of comets, haven’t you?”

“Why, certainly,” said Peter, and the others were listening now. “They can be seen from the Earth after certain intervals of many years, and we can forecast when they are due to reappear.”

“Exactly,” replied the Acron. “Well, when you were seeing what you thought was a comet, you were, actually, seeing a space island.”

Peter looked surprised.

“But I thought comets were gaseous things,” he put in, “and not solid bodies like your islands.”

“I can easily explain that,” replied the Acron. “The speed at which we travel through space sets up an action in the ether which covers us with a gas-like vapour. Your astronomers have fallen into the mistaken belief that we are composed entirely of gas. But I certainly compliment them on being accurate as to the times of our appearances.”

“But how do you know all this?” asked Peter. “What I mean is, how can you tell what our astronomers know, or think they know?”

“We are an advanced civilization,” was the answer. “When you Earth people were running, a savage folk, in jungles, we had solved many mysteries, the secrets of which you have learnt only recently. You see, floating or rather travelling at a high speed through space as we do, we are able to study the various planets including the Earth.

“We see and hear a great deal of what happens among the planets, although we cannot communicate with them. We know, for instance that the wickedest and most venomous creatures of all are those who inhabit the planet Mars.”

“Here, here!” cried Philip, in a burst of indignant frankness. “They jolly nearly polished us off.”

Again the space islander smiled and said:

“We saw something of the encounter, but were unable to help you. You were, indeed, fortunate in escaping. In the last few centuries, as you would call them, or to give them our name, space years, several ships like that of yours have met with an evil fate at the hands of the Martians.”

“But what ships?” asked Peter.

“From other planets,” was the quick reply. “You Earth people are not the only ones who have been trying to solve the mysteries of space. The people of Jupiter and Mercury have made many such attempts, but as the difficulties facing them are so much greater they have failed.”

While this conversation had been going on the space islanders had crowded round. It was obvious that they followed every word distinctly, and Philip, noticing the fact, asked a question which had been in the minds of all three.

“Excuse me, but how do you know our language, the English language? I don’t suppose you speak it on this island.”

“No,” came the reply, “we have our own language, but, as for centuries we have been able to listen to the various dialects and languages spoken on other planets, we have made a close study of them and understand them perfectly.

“We docket them among our ‘tribal languages’. We need not speak if we wish for we can communicate with each other by mind waves—an accomplishment long since achieved on other planets.”

The Acron looked down at the three space travellers and smiled.

“I speak overmuch,” he said. “You must need food. Come, let us hurry.”

They walked more swiftly in the direction of the Mystery Mountain, and turned aside when they came near what seemed to be a collection of buildings like houses.

Victor, always curious, looked in their direction, and the island king smiled again.

“You are wondering what it is you see there?” he asked. “Well, they are the ruins of our former Aero. It has, as you can see, even from this distance, large dwelling places much like yours on Earth.”

“Was it destroyed by an earthquake or something?” inquired Victor.

“No,” was the answer. “Thousands of years ago we Acrons had progressed to what we thought was civilization. We had palatial dwelling houses with central heating, automobiles that could travel many times faster than your fastest cars on Earth, flying machines and all the other symbols of what you term civilization.

“But there came a time when our race began to decrease and die. Then there arose in our midst a leader who taught people that what they had achieved was not worth the having and that they should turn their minds and faces in another direction. The race, he said, would become extinct if this so-called civilization continued.”

“What did you do then?” inquired Peter.

“This leader,” replied the island king, “showed us what we could not deny, that the artificial light and heat which we had thought so clever were ruining our race, that, through the highly complicated and tasty foods we were eating, our bodies were shrinking.

“He said we would have to turn back to simple, primitive things or we should die as a race.

“Other teachers arose and spoke in the same manner. Fortunately our people listened to their words and put away the things that meant civilization.

“We left our stone-built houses to live in caves in the fields and woods, we turned our backs on automobiles and flying machines. Our habits became as simple and primitive as when the race began millions of years ago. We let our cities fall into ruin and that mighty collection of buildings you see yonder is really little more than a massive heap of ruins—just like your Athens, or ancient Rome.”

“What has been the result?” asked Philip.

“I will tell you, my son,” replied the island king quietly. “Formerly we lived to an age of less than a hundred, and the figure grew lower as our civilization went on. But now no islander lives less than a thousand years—your Earth years, I mean.”

Victor gasped in astonishment.

“D’you really mean, sir, that you are a thousand years old?”

“No,” replied the king. “I am comparatively a youngster—only eight hundred years old.”

All three looked in awe at the island king.

“Don’t you find it uncomfortable, living in caves? Don’t you have rain here?” asked Victor.

“Yes, we have rain in certain seasons—indeed, violent storms. But our caves are warm and dry, for we are able by an extremely simple scientific device to use even the coldest wind actually to warm our caves.

“In the dry season we all live out of doors. You see how tall we are. That is because we cast civilization behind our backs. Once, the Acrons were not much taller than you Earth folk, but we have grown in body and mind since we went back to nature.”

At this point the king stopped at the edge of a wood, the trees of which were ten times higher than any on Earth.

All three space travellers were surprised when the king opened a door in the side of what appeared to be a small mound.

“Come in,” he said, and when the three companions entered they found themselves in surroundings of the utmost simplicity. Two or three large apertures served as windows but they contained no glass. The roof of the cave was very high to accommodate the islanders and in the cave there were several huge stools—far too high for the space travellers to sit on.

The floor of the cave was scrupulously clean, and the three found in it a sense of restfulness which they could not explain.

“I am king of the space islands,” said their host “but I live in exactly the same manner as my subjects. We have no titles. We abolished them when we destroyed our old civilization. We Acrons address each other simply as brother or sister.”

The king moved to a corner of the cave and took several large bowls and some beautifully carved mugs from a cupboard.

Some delicious fruit and a quantity of wine were then served out and the three space travellers ate eagerly.

When their hunger was satisfied the king said: “Now, I should like to show you our Mystery Mountain, which is a storehouse of all the secrets which the space people have learned.”

The three travellers followed the giant man out of the amazing cave home.

“In the green mountain,” said the island king, “lie the secrets of thousands of years, the wonders of a mighty civilization. It is good that you should see——”

“A sort of museum?” said Peter.

“Museum?” The word seemed strange to the king of the Acrons. Then he smiled, and nodded his head. “Yes, I remember now. Museum That is it.”

They walked towards the huge green mountain that towered above all in the centre of the island, and they found themselves forced to run to keep up with the strides of the giant man.

But he seemed to notice this, and slowed down accordingly.

“It is not good to run,” he said gravely. “You will find you tire more quickly on our island than on your Earthly home. The atmosphere is not conducive to strenuous action.”

Indeed, the three were finding it so, and young Victor was soon puffing like a grampus.

They passed groups of the islanders, and many curious and sometimes hostile glances were cast towards them. Peter wondered, but said nothing to their strange companion.

Presently they passed the ruins of the mighty city on Aero, and Philip pointed towards it.

“I’d like to have a look at that place,” he said to Victor.

The huge king heard his words, and smiled down at him. “You would like to see the city first?” he asked.

The three companions glanced at one another, and Victor nodded to Peter. It was a strange and wondrous place, and offered new wonders.

“If it is possible,” answered Peter.

“Of course,” returned the island king. “We can go down now, while we are here. Come.”

He led the way over ground scarred and pitted by volcanic action, down mighty chasms, and through wooded slopes until they reached the strange city of ruins.

A large crowd of the island folk followed them, eager, it seemed, to see what was to happen.

Then they had reached the outskirts of what had once been a mighty city, now a tumbling heap of ruins. Everywhere was desolation and decay.

All four walked along what had formerly been the main street of the city. Many of the buildings were still intact, and some of them were super-skyscrapers.

They passed several factories, and caught glimpses of mighty machinery, now obsolete and unused.

Here and there the party wandered. Sometimes they saw laid openly in the street radio apparatus which Victor took to be super ultra-short-wave transmitting sets. The crowd of islanders, which seemed to increase in numbers every minute, still followed them, or in some cases ran ahead in groups to watch.

While the island king was explaining things to the three companions, a curious rumbling noise was heard, indistinctly at first, but soon growing into a louder and more violent sound.

“What is that?” asked Victor quickly, looking towards Peter. “I don’t know,” was the answer. “How should I?”

The sound, now a deep growl, was repeated, and the ground seemed to shake under their very feet.

The king himself seemed a little puzzled, and he paused as he was about to conduct the three into what had once been the chief radio control tower of the great city.

Philip noticed that the space islanders were exchanging curious glances among themselves. The growl suddenly grew to a terrible rumbling thunder of sound as if some tremor were shaking the island.

Large blocks of masonry fell, buildings shook and crashed. Great cracks spread through the sky-scrapers. Many of the islanders were caught and crushed to the ground under the falling masonry.

With anxious face, the island king looked to left and right.

“I think——” he began, when there came a sudden interruption.

“That is an earthquake,” shouted one of the crowd in a curious, shrill voice. “We haven’t had one for thousands of years. . . . It is the Earthmen who have brought this evil upon us. They have brought with them their Earth devils. Kill them!”

The cry was taken up, and it echoed above the thunder of the Earth rumblings.

“Kill! Kill!”

The three space travellers looked fearfully towards the great king standing expressionless beside them.

But the cries were suddenly interrupted by a terrible thunder of sound, for at that moment the mighty sky-scraper by which the king and his companions were standing began to topple.

“Look!” screamed Peter. “Run! For God’s sake, run!”

But he was too late. The towering mass of masonry came crashing down and the islanders scattered to left and right.

One enormous block of stone struck the king, and he went down.

Peter, Philip and Victor had already followed the example of the islanders by running from the scene of danger. The king alone remained lying where he had fallen. Masonry still tumbled about him.

Glancing back as he ran, Peter realized the king’s danger. He stopped, turned and dashed back.

Although he knew it was almost certain death, he hurled himself into the hurricane of descending masonry and threw himself beside the fallen king. He gripped him by the shoulders and pulled.

“Come on,” he shouted. “You’ll be killed if you stay.”

As he spoke, a large lump of masonry hit Peter on the back and he stumbled over the body of the king.

He got up again, and tried to help the huge man to rise. The king seemed helpless, however, and Peter dragged him away.

He was dimly conscious of some of the islanders coming to his assistance, but just then a piece of falling brickwork came crashing down on him. He went sprawling over the king, and knew no more.

When he came to he found himself lying on his back looking up into the faces of Philip and Victor, with a crowd of the islanders around him.

The king himself was on his feet.

“Your bravery saved me,” said the king quietly. “Although we Acrons are farther advanced in knowledge than you Earth people, our bodies are no different from yours. I would certainly have been killed but for your action. . . . Here is my thanks.”

The island king held out his huge hand and took hold of Peter’s hand, giving it a hearty and almost painful shake.

Peter rose to his feet and looked dazedly around him.

“But your people want to kill us,” he said. “They think that we were the cause of the earthquake.”

The king smiled calmly.

“You must forgive them,” he said. “It is thousands of years since we have had an earthquake on our island and it was natural enough for them to think that you were omens of evil. . . . But your action has satisfied them.”

The earth tremors had ceased now and the king led the way back from the strange city of ruins.

“It is a city that speaks of death and desolation,” he said gravely. “Let us leave it. We will go to the Green Mountain.”



Chapter X

Mystery Mountain

They had not far to walk, but it was quite far enough for Peter, Philip and Victor, who had not stretched their legs for quite a time. Apparently the stratosphere people believed in walking everywhere as part of their scheme of physical development. On the way to the entrance of the Mystery Mountain, the stratosphere king explained that it was, scientifically speaking, their headquarters, where all the most important discoveries the stratosphere people had made were housed.

“This is the most vital spot on the island,” said the king, as they came within a few yards of the entrance. “Here all our secrets, some of them discovered thousands of years ago, are preserved. It is a combination of many things—a museum, a library and an observatory rolled into one.”

“But you’ve got nobody guarding it,” Victor blurted out.

“Guarding it?” asked the king in surprise. “Here there is nothing to guard it from. The secrets are for those who like to investigate them We encourage everyone to come here as often as they wish. Not one of my subjects on this island would ever dream of desecrating anything in this place. It was their forefathers, our forefathers, who built it up.”

Philip was looking, just before they were about to enter the Mystery Mountain, at the general structure and outline of it, and after a thoughtful pause, he asked: “Is this a natural mountain, or did you build it?”

“I thought you would ask that question sooner or later,” answered the stratosphere king. “The truth is that originally it was a mountain, though of rugged shape. To make it suit our wireless and astronomical purposes, we set to work to make smooth its sides. So really after all it is a natural mountain, hewn and carved into a shape rather like your pyramids. Perhaps you have seen the Pyramids of Egypt?”

All three stared in amazement for a moment, forgetting that the stratosphere king had already explained to them that he and his people knew much about life and history on the earth. The stratosphere king smiled as he noticed their astonishment and added: “We watched your Pyramids being built through our scientific instruments. It was, for savage tribes, quite an achievement, though in some ways a crude piece of work.

At school, and later in life, all three had heard much of the Pyramids, though none of them had ever been to Egypt. They knew that learned men had squabbled for a long time as to how they were built in days when there were none of the building and engineering resources available in modern times. The riddle of the Pyramids, as it had always seemed to them, was how on earth they had ever been built. Philip was mightily interested in this. “Do you mean, sir, that you can tell us what method the ancient Egyptians used to place these mighty stones, one upon another? How could they have raised these huge masses of stone up to the topmost pinnacle of the Pyramids? Why, I think I’m right in saying that our most powerful electric cranes could hardly do it. It has always seemed to us a mysterious achievement.”

Again the king smiled, rubbed his face with his great hand, and said: “Of course, you know that the Pyramids were really built on onions?” Philip started again. So the stratosphere king knew everything, knew that the ancient Egyptian labourers had been fed on raw onions while raising these mighty structures.

Again divining his thoughts, the stratosphere king said: “Yes, we know every detail. We watched it from our island and even took photographs of it. You shall see them now.”

Within a few seconds another stratosphere man appeared and bowed slightly to the king. handing him a large bundle of photographs. The man glided away into the dark recesses of the Mystery Mountain as quickly as he had appeared.

“Here are the photographs,” said the king, stooping down to inspect them. Although the three chums were mightily interested to look at the pictures, they were in the first place more eager to discover how the stratosphere man who had brought the photographs from nowhere, as it seemed, knew that they were required. “Why, sir,” said Victor, “you didn’t ask for them, yet they came instantly to you. How was that?”

“Oh,” replied the king, “I forgot that you earth people know little or nothing about mind messages. I just asked one of my brother subjects to bring what I wanted—and here they are. I sent him a mental request, you see.”

This was getting a bit too deep for Peter, Philip and Victor, so they pored over the photographs and there, sure enough, they saw the Pyramids in process of construction.

A glance at the group of pictures was enough to show them exactly how it had all been done Instead of the structure rising from a large flat base ending finally in the pointed top, they saw that the Pyramids were not built at all in that way. It seemed that one wall, as it were or face had been erected by gangs of workmen using a temporary stone staircase, and that the second and the third and the fourth slanting wall was built up, and during one of the final phases of the building the chief gang of workmen were busy filling in the hollow which was to become the supporting centre, the heart as it were, of each Pyramid. Great temporary structures of wood held the walls or faces in position while the mass of boulders was dragged up the stone staircase by teams of men with ropes, to make what would have been a hollow skeleton, solid. Afterwards the wooden supports were removed. Philip was greatly puzzled and surprised at this for he would have thought it to be impossible. Yet there were the photographs, so clear that they showed in some cases the clothes worn by the Egyptian workmen. Indeed, so vast were the photographs that Victor was almost on the point of saying; “But I can’t see the onions.” On second thoughts he considered it better not to make so facetious a remark, however. Philip was still puzzling out in his mind how this scheme was structurally possible, when his thoughts were interrupted by the stratosphere king saying: “And now I want to show you some more important things.”

The king looked thoughtfully at the ground for a second or two and immediately three stratosphere men appeared—obviously summoned by a thought message. Addressing them kindly, the king said: “These are Earth folk, just landed as you know in their ship. We must show them some of the wonders of our Mystery Mountain.” Without speaking, the three men of the island bowed and made room for their king and the three young men to pass. “I suppose,” said the king, after a short pause, “you are interested in radio?”

“Rather,” said Victor eagerly. Peter and Philip smiled at this latest example of the enthusiasm about wireless matters shown by their friend.

“Well,” continued the king, “we discovered radio more than five thousand years ago, five thousand of your Earth years, that is, and we have made it our slave. Indeed, some of my stratosphere subjects think of it as being old-fashioned and want to scrap it among other of our scientific discoveries. But wiser counsels have prevailed and we still continue our experiments. You have, I think, in your ship a kind of . . . crude—pardon the word—Televista screen which enables you to see a long way through the stratosphere. Our radio devices are—how shall I put it?—rather more advanced than that. Many hundreds of years have gone by since we first discovered television in colour, a problem which still baffles your scientists. Perhaps you would like to have a look at your friends, if I may call them that in Mars. . . . Here they are.”

The three pals instinctively shrank back from contact with a race which only recently had such evil designs upon them, but by a gesture the king reassured them. “You need have no fear,” he said, “they can do you no further harm, but you may, if you wish, look at their planet.” Then the king moved a tiny switch and an enormous screen, hundreds of feet square, placed right in front of them— they had not noticed it before for the interior of the mountain was somewhat dark—was lit up and a vivid picture of Mars appeared upon it. There again was the same bright red surface which they had seen, as they now realized, only faintly through their Televista, and once more the enormous entrance to the ground cities and also the mighty excavations which had once been used by the Martians for storing water before they had learned how to make it chemically. Again they saw some of the intensive detail of life on Mars, but this time without the fearful sounds of warning and danger which had accompanied what they had previously seen. “Would you like to hear the Martians speaking?” asked the king. The three friends looked at each other nervously, and then Victor blurted out: “If you don’t mind, sir, we’d rather not.” The king looked at them searchingly, and added quickly, “I’m sorry. I had forgotten your recent encounter with them,” and so speaking he switched off the picture. “Now,” he added, “I will show you Venus. . . . This is a rather difficult focus point to get, but still, you shall see a clear picture of it. You may be surprised to know that Venus is as dead as is the moon. There is no life upon her. It is a planet of eternal snows, though some of your astronomers have formed other, yet incorrect, theories, concerning this planet.”

Slowly Venus came into focus and the three chums gasped as they saw the star in the picture. Venus, as it was shown to them, was a planet the surface of which was covered by strange and fantastic shapes, mighty crevasses and enormous mountains, at least a thousand times as high as those on earth. As Philip gazed with eager interest, he turned inquiringly towards the king, for he saw, or thought, h saw, something moving over the face of the planet. “Oh, I see what you are thinking,” remarked his friendly guide. “When I said there was no life on Venus I really should have made it clear that I meant there was no life such as ours. There is animal life on the planet, mostly birds many times larger than the biggest airplanes you have on earth. As you can see, they are as white as the snow over which they fly, but they throw a curious shadow,”

The island king made finer adjustments to the apparatus.

“It’s a strange thing,” he said, “that the atmosphere surrounding Venus resembles that of your Earth planet and, indeed, in some respects, that of our islands, but nevertheless no life, apart from those bird creatures, appears to exist there. There are no trees, either, as you see. . . . No rivers. . . . Nothing but the snow and the

birds and their shadows.”

The king paused suddenly.

“You are in luck,” he said. “Watch that screen now. Can you see two specks near the top right-hand corner?”

The three friends looked. At first they could see nothing, but then Philip said: “Why yes, there’s something there, but they are only specks.”

“Those ‘specks’,” smiled the king, “are stratosphere balloons trying to discover the secrets of the vast spaces.”

“Do you mean they are from the Earth?” asked Victor in excitement.

“That I don’t know,” answered the king slowly. “I will try to find out.”

Slowly he manipulated the controls of the apparatus so that the picture of Venus faded out and the stratosphere balloons were brought in sharply.

“I think they are from the Earth,” remarked the king, “but they are a long way off, as you see. Come and see for yourselves.”

The island leader moved away and beckoned the three young men to follow him into a small cubicle where there was a tiny screen.

“Here,” explained the king, “we can bring in anything we want to see in closer detail, just as you on Earth enlarge a photograph or part of one more closely to inspect a particular object. The big screen gives a general picture, but we use this smaller one when we want more detail. Here it is.”

As the three space adventurers watched they saw the two stratosphere balloons brought into vivid focus. They even saw the faces and clothes of those who occupied them.

A bearded man and two younger men were clearly visible on the screen, and the three friends had no doubt that they were from the Earth.

As they gazed into the screen Philip gave a start. “Now I think of it,” he said, “I remember that there were other people planning to make an ascent into the stratosphere before Professor Slater. . . . But what about the other balloon. May we have a look at that?”

More adjustment and then the second balloon came into the screen.

Only one man occupied this balloon, and he was of tiny stature.

“I know who that is,” said Peter quickly, “although we can’t see him clearly enough to recognize his face. He is Professor Smith of the Experimental Laboratory at Cambridge. He always said he would make an ascent by himself and would be the first to discover the real secrets of the stratosphere.”

The island king smiled. “I’m afraid that neither of those balloons will come within a hundredth part of the measure of success you have achieved, because they are not properly designed.”

“But they are quite near us,” said Victor, “and seem to be coming this way.”

“That may seem to be so,” was the king’s reply, “but actually they are many millions of miles away from us and will never get any nearer because they are simply gas bags. As a matter of fact, they are no more than a hundred miles above the Earth, and that height is useless for the purposes of investigating space.”

At that moment the attention of all four was arrested by something that was happening to the first stratosphere balloon. It appeared to be dropping at a terrific rate, and the chums saw what seemed to be a small object detaching itself from the balloon.

“What is happening?” asked Peter excitedly.

The island king paused gravely. “You are just witnessing the end of that stratosphere balloon,” he said. “The gondola has broken away from the rest of the structure. . . .”

“That means, the people in it will be killed?” exclaimed Victor.

“I am afraid so,” came the king’s grave reply. “I am sorry, but if people who wish to venture into space do not take sufficient precautions they have only themselves to blame for the consequences. The crew of that ship are falling to their death, and they will hit the earth at an appalling speed. The balloon is floating away and will probably explode.”

“Yes,” cried Victor, “there it goes.”

“That blue flash,” continued the king, “was the end of the balloon. ... It has floated into stratosphere currents with which it could not cope and the gas inside it had exploded. . . . The professor who designed your ship, the Aeronauticus——”

Philip looked in surprise at the strange king, amazed that he knew even the name of their ship, for it was not written anywhere on the structure, but merely entered in the directions and the log book.

Smiling again, the island king continued:

“Your ship was built on strong and sound lines and the mind behind it was a brilliantly clever one. Otherwise the ship would not have been able to withstand all the pressures, electric eccentricities and other freaks of space through which you have passed.”

“It is certainly a stout ship,” agreed Victor, “but what is happening to the other fellow down there?”

All four gazed intently at the screen and the picture it showed of the second stratosphere vessel. So clearly could they see it that a sign “S.I.”, painted in large letters on the balloon, was plainly visible.

“The man in that ship,” smiled the king, “rather prides himself on his achievement. By making his identity mark S.I. he shows his intention of being first and highest in the stratosphere, and, certainly, to discover most about it. But you have beaten him easily.”

Peter looked at the island king. “I’m afraid,” he said, “we can take no credit for the ingenuity with which the ship was built. It is only by an accident that we are here at all, and the credit must go to others.”

The island king turned to the young journalist. “I am well aware of the circumstances in which your ascent was begun. It was all Professor Slater’s idea, but I am sure he would be proud of you if he had known what had happened.”

“But we don’t even know him,” blurted out Victor, “he is an entire stranger to us.”

“That, too, I know,” said the king, “but I am sure he will thank you when he sees you again.”

Victor’s eyes opened wide in surprise.

“When he sees us again?” he exclaimed. “Then you really think we can get back safely?”

“I would not say that,” replied the king more quietly. “There will be hazards and uncertainties—things about which we ourselves know little or nothing, but with good luck and skilful management you might be able to do it. Certainly we shall give you every possible assistance. . . . But perhaps you would prefer to stay here with us?”

The three space travellers looked uncertainly at the space king.

“This island,” said Peter, “is an enchanting place and one where I am sure we could happily spend the rest of our lives, but we have our people, and, for myself, I am engaged to be married. Already they must be worried about us, dreadfully worried. I am sure you will understand.”

“Why, of course I understand,” answered the king. “There is no phase of human relationship on the Earth planet that I have not studied. That is why I am determined to help you.”






Chapter XI

The Explosion and Back to Earth Again

“There is a relationship, though an extremely distant one, between your human race and ours. Indeed, some of our greatest thinkers have advanced the theory that we were at one time a small satellite of the earth’s, but that, I think, was entirely wrong.”

Peter was staring around in amazement at the intricate and mysterious apparatus which was crowded pile upon pile in the enormous Mystery Mountain. The only earthly thing with which he could compare it was a mighty power station in which he had once been, but that was only a tiny place compared with this amazing structure. Turning to the king, he asked: “What are all these things?” The king laughed, and said: “You have asked a question which would take me years to answer, for here in this tower there stands the work of hundreds of thousands of centuries. Through some of these machines we can see and hear many of the planets, including your earth, and we can study various forms of life in space, including the stratosphere islands, of which there are quite a number, and also the huge animal life which floats about.”

“Yes,” said Peter, “we encountered one of those monsters and were lucky to get away.”

“You certainly were,” said the king, “for besides breathing out miles of deadly flame, they have the power to create terrible space blizzards. But you must tell me all about that later.”

The king had just turned to show something to the three friends when there was a terrific explosion which threw all of them, even including the king himself, violently to the ground. The explosion was followed by another and another, the terrifying sound echoing through the mighty vault-like structure. A stupendous cascade of sparks was flying from a mighty piece of apparatus which stood in the centre of the Mystery Mountain. This was shaped like a tub and towered a hundred feet or more above the ground. Smoke was belching from its sides and there were millions of electric sparks which lit up the tower in a weird and terrible way, dazzling to the eyes. The three young men looked instinctively towards the king, who, like themselves, was clambering to his feet. He was about to say something when another explosion, even more terrific than the previous ones, occurred, and this time enormous masses of molten metal were flung in all directions. Then came a long-drawn-out hissing noise, as though steam from ten thousand boilers was escaping.

The king shouted something, but the noise was so deafening they could hear nothing. Realizing this, the king beckoned them with his hand to follow, which they did, Victor first, Philip next and Peter in the rear. The king led them along a kind of alley-way, moving into a run and signalling them to do the same. But a moment later, as they were turning what seemed to be a corner where the alley-way they were following met several others, they lost sight of him because of the dense smoke that was now filling the tower, smoke that made all of them cough wildly. So dense was it that when Victor, realizing that the king was out of sight, stopped and turned round, he could not see his comrades, though they were immediately behind him.

Another explosion, still another fierce hailing jet of sparks and smoke. Terrified, Victor screamed for Peter and Philip, but his shriek was but a puny thing compared with the appalling din. Now the very floor of the Mystery Mountain seemed to be shaking, and Victor had a terrible feeling that the walls might crash in at any moment. A further explosion which occurred just then seemed to happen in another part of the tower and this time it was followed by what seemed a piece of massive sheet lightning, so vivid that it penetrated even the deep gloom of the smoke. Frantically, Victor peered around for his friends, and cried aloud until he was hoarse. Here he was alone amid the tumbling disaster which was overtaking

the Mystery Mountain. Another flash, even mightier than the first one, lit up the tower again. This one was so vivid that it enabled Victor to see farther than ever through the smoke, though yet only a short distance. But it was long enough to enable him to see for a moment the figures of his two friends spread out on the ground, face downwards. Quickly he moved towards them, but the lightning flash had left him so dazzled that he had to stand still until he recovered from it. Then he dropped on to the ground and crawled, or rather pushed himself, in the direction in which he had seen Peter and Philip. But when he had crawled some distance, a much greater distance than that at which he had seen his friends, he realized that not only had he lost them again, but that he too was lost—alone in this situation of dreadful peril.

“Peter—Phil!” shouted Victor again, straining every nerve of attention to catch a reply. Sure enough, this time he heard an answer but from which direction it was difficult to tell so thunderous were the sounds coming from various parts of the Mystery Mountain.

Victor ventured a few steps forward, groping in the darkness caused by the fumes and smoke. He gave another shout, but when the reply came a few seconds later, Victor realized to his horror that it seemed to be going farther away. The second time he had heard the shout he recognized in the “Hallo!” the tone of Philip’s voice. Was Philip by himself and if so, having heard Victor’s shouts, was he also attempting to get nearer, yet making the same mistake as Victor—that of walking in the wrong direction?

Victor stopped dead, and gathering all his lung power summoned up a shout that was more a hoarse call than a cry.

“Phil! Phil!” shrieked Victor, “stop where you are . . . don’t move. . . Can you hear me?”

There came no answer to this, and Victor’s terror grew. At any moment another explosion might take place in the Mystery Mountain. Victor had no idea whatever how to get out. He had lost the king of the island and his two comrades. What the cause of all these explosions was, Victor had no idea; his chief concern was to find his friends and to get to safety. While he was wondering what there was to be done and realizing that the answer to the problem was nothing but to hope for the best, Victor again heard a shout, rather nearer to him this time as it seemed. The voice was Peter’s.

“Victor! . . . Philip!” he cried, and Victor answered immediately, “Peter, where are you? Where are you?”

“Right here,” came Peter’s answer. As an experiment, Victor took five paces directly forward and shouted again. When Peter’s answer came, there was no doubt about it, Victor’s steps were in the right direction.

“I’ve taken five paces since I called you last,” he shouted, “and as I can hear you better now, I must be moving in the right direction. . . . Shout again.”

Peter did so, crying: “Yes, I certainly think you are now, Victor. . . . Take some more steps forward and I’ll stand still.” Victor did so—he took eight steps this time, calling as he went forward to keep contact, Peter answering each time. Three more, four more, ten more, and both Peter and Victor realized that the distance between them was certainly getting less, though there was still considerable space between them. Walking forward, counting steps and stopping to snout, Victor felt that, at any rate, he and Peter would soon be together.

“I’m still walking forward, Peter,” Victor shouted. “I’m getting nearer to you every stf.p. We can’t be more than a few yards apart now, can we?” There came no answer to this question, and Victor wondered why. *’ Peter!” he cried, “didn’t you hear me then?” Still there was no answer. Once more the question was shouted but with equal lack of result. What on earth could have happened? Peter, as Victor knew, had been standing still, therefore there was no question of their losing each other through his moving in the wrong direction. Victor’s alarm began to grow. Here at the very moment when he was on the point of forming contact with his friend something had happened to snatch the chance away. What could it be? Victor made several further attempts, shouting as loudly as he could, but Peter’s answering voice did not come back. Victor stood wondering what to do, and after a few seconds’ thought decided to keep on moving forward as he had been doing.

Cautiously and slowly he moved ahead step by step, and suddenly went sprawling headlong to the ground, a new fear seizing him. The next thing was that he felt something touch him. Were there some dreadful animals in this Mystery Mountain—something about which the island king had not told them? Trembling with fear, Victor tried to crawl away, but the Thing, whatever it was, had caught him by the foot and was hitting or patting his back with its paw, if paw it was. “Let me go! Let me go!” shouted Victor. “Let me go!”—just as though any animal would either understand or heed such a request! In his struggles to release himself, Victor placed his hand on something warm and fleshy and he quickly withdrew it again, renewing his first frantic efforts to get free. In his desperation Victor shouted out: “Peter, Peter, come and help me wherever you are. . . . Come and help me! I shall be killed!” In those terrible seconds, Victor strained every nerve, hoping to hear some answering call from his friend. “Philip! Philip! . . . Can you hear me?” he cried again, in the ? hope that by this time Philip might be within range of his voice and be able to come to his assistance. But Philip didn’t answer. The only sound which Victor heard was what seemed like a hissing noise close by him. Was, then, the thing that had him in its grip some kind of reptile? If he could only see it, if he could only see it, he might be able to save himself by avoiding some deadly attack. Then an astonishing thing happened, and Victor in the first moment thought he must be dreaming. He heard his own name being hoarsely whispered. “Victor! Victor! . . . It’s me Peter. ...” Victor could hardly believe his ears. He was being held, not by some animal seeking to devour him as he thought, but by his pal for whom he was searching. “Is it really you?” asked Victor, his voice trembling with excitement and astonishment. “Of course it is,” was the hoarse reply, “my voice has gone . . . it went suddenly just after I last shouted to you. . . . You see, I’ve been shouting myself hoarse since we lost each other. It’ll come back again if I don’t shout for a while.”

Victor was so overcome with joy at finding his friend and realizing that he was not in the grip of some terrible reptile, that he could hardly speak for a few moments. Then he stuttered. . . “I can hardly believe it’s you, Peter, old man. . . . I thought it was an animal. . . . Is Philip with you?”

"No,” was the answer, “I’ve been shouting to him, but though I once caught a reply, I haven’t heard him since. Are you all right, Vic?”

“I’ve got a cut or something on my face,” said his friend. “It’s bleeding a bit, but I don’t think it’s serious. I wish we could find Phil. . . . I hope he’s all right. . . . How are you, Peter?”

“I caught my ankle on something that gave it a terrible smack. That’s all, though. That’s why I had to lie down.”

The terrible series of rumbling noises in Mystery Mountain now seemed to be rather quieter, though the deep growl like that of earthly thunder was still present. The smoke seemed to be clearing a bit, too, though the whole interior of the mountain was still almost pitch dark. Gradually Peter and Victor could make out in the dimness each other’s outline. That was better than not being able to see each other at all.

“What’s happened to the king, I wonder,” said Victor, after a while. “Perhaps he’s lost too, though he’ll probably be able to find his way out in spite of the dark.”

“I don’t know, I’m sure,” came Peter’s whispered reply. “If he’s managed to get out he must be worried about us, because he’s such a decent fellow. Perhaps he’s searching for us now and for Philip, but I think we’d better remain where we are for the moment, otherwise we might get lost again.”

“Yes,” agreed Victor. lt I’ll try shouting for Philip again.”

With all the loudness of voice he could muster, Victor tried again, but no reply came. “This dense smoke, or whatever it is,” said he after a minute or so, “seems to be lifting, Peter. I can see quite a few yards now.”

Peter nodded in agreement, looking sharply around him in the hope of seeing some sign of Philip or the stratosphere king. As the black curtain slowly ascended, they could then see what great desolation had been wrought. Giant masses of debris of what had previously been huge and delicate machinery were scattered everywhere. There were enormous rents in the walls of the Mystery Mountain. Few of the things had escaped. So far as the young men could remember, the tower had contained about eight or ten enormous galleries packed with apparatus; in fact, they had been about to ascend to these galleries, escorted by the stratosphere king, when the first of the explosions occurred. Now only one of the galleries, the top one, remained. All the massive machinery that had been piled up in the centre of the mountain was just one great mass of wreckage, and much of it was still smouldering, queer long wisps of a whitish smoke rising from it. It was a dreadful thing to behold, such wonder-work lying in ruins, but the uppermost thought in the minds of Peter and Victor was still the safety and whereabouts of their chum. Had any serious injury befallen him? Only by a miracle, as it seemed, had Peter and Victor escaped. Had Philip fared equally well? That was the fearful thought in both their minds. There was no sign either of the stratosphere king or of any of his people. What had become of them? Just before the explosion, they remembered, there was quite a number of them about. Yet the place was so vast and there was so much gigantic wreckage strewn about that many scores of people could have been in the Mystery Mountain without being seen.

Victor and Peter decided to wait until the smoke lifted sufficiently to enable them more thoroughly to search for their companion. Both were well aware of the possibility of further explosions which might prove serious or disastrous for them, but they thought of Philip first and of danger second. He might be lying helpless somewhere, awaiting ^their coming. Peter, with Victor’s aid, got on to his feet, though his ankle was still hurting badly. Victor put his arm around his friend’s shoulders to support him, and slowly they began to move in the direction of the spot, so far as they could recollect, at which they were when disaster came.

Movement at all was extremely difficult because the floor of the Mystery Mountain was littered with smashed material of every shape and size. Victor’s progress was particularly trying because he was also supporting Peter. However, they gradually began to move forward more rapidly as the visibility became better but suddenly Victor tripped over something and went crashing down, Peter on top of him. Neither was much hurt, but in their present state of physical exhaustion, the shock unnerved them. Victor scrambled quickly to his feet and once more assisted Peter into an upright position. Slowly but surely the gloom was lightening as they picked their way precariously through the debris. The Mystery Mountain had seemed to them when they saw it before the explosion a weird and wonderful place, but now in its desolate state it took on a new grimness. The strewn wreckage seemed to emphasize its mighty size. All of a sudden Victor gripped Peter’s arm and pointed in the distance. Eagerly Peter looked, and there, in the shadows, he saw a solitary figure. “That must be Philip,” he said quickly. “Yes ... it must be . . . the stratosphere people are, of course, much bigger. . . . Shout, Victor! Shout to him!”

At the top of his young voice Victor shouted Philip’s name— three or four times—but Philip, if Philip it was, was too far away apparently to hear. The two young men increased their speed, Peter hobbling along with Victor’s help as fast as he could, while Victor shouted from time to time as they drew nearer to the other figure, At last they saw him waving in their direction and they knew he had seen them. They waved in reply and hastened to get to each other. As the distance between them was growing shorter there was a low rumbling, the first sound they had heard for some time. This was followed by a terrific crash, upon hearing which Victor and Peter threw themselves to the ground, the noise reverberating in their ears and echoing through the vast recesses of the mountain. Peter and Victor clutched at each other. Were there to be more explosions? Slowly both of them looked up to find to their surprise that the interior of the mountain had become much lighter, though there were still strong traces of the black smoke. Wonderingly, they looked around and instantly saw the reason for this. Part of one side of the mountain had collapsed, leaving an enormous aperture, thus admitting light. Fortunately for them the collapse had taken place on the far side—some distance away, not only from where Peter and Victor were, but also from their chum who had been approaching them. Yet there remained the imminent danger that other parts of the structure might also collapse. Obviously the first thing was to join Philip and get away.

Rising to their feet, Peter and Victor waved frantically to Philip, signalling to him to join them as quickly as possible while they also moved to join him. When Philip had come up Victor asked him eagerly: “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” was the reassuring reply, “but I went a long way out of range of your voice, though I thought I was going in the right direction. Are you all right? . . . And what’s wrong with you, Peter?” asked Philip, noticing that Victor was supporting their friend.

“Oh, I’ve just smashed my ankle up a bit, that’s all,” was the answer, “and my voice has gone, but it’s coming back a bit now——”

Peter was about to say something else when he was dramatically interrupted by a loud crunching and cracking noise, like that they had just heard. The whole mountain seemed to shake for a moment or two, and Philip burst out:

“Come quickly. . . . This way. We can get out somewhere.”

As he spoke, Philip grabbed hold of Peter and hoisted him across his shoulder, hurrying forward towards the place where he thought they would find a way out. In spite of the burden on his back, Philip broke into a trot with Victor behind him carefully watching Peter, lest he should slip off.

This time the rending and tearing sound was not followed immediately, as in the previous case, by a terrific crash. It seemed to continue and extend to the far ends of the mountain and up into the roof. It grew even louder and fiercer as it echoed through the emptiness.

“Look out!” shouted Philip, panting for breath. “This way——”

They turned into what seemed to be a sort of corridor. Unquestioningly Victor followed Philip. It was a long corridor with many curious turnings that seemed to have no end. Still the noise increased, rising to a deafening roar which echoed and re-echoed throughout the vault-like interior of the mountain. Exhausted with his effort, Philip stopped for a moment to catch his breath, looking here and there to try to find the exit.

“Let me down, let me down!” shouted Peter. “I’m all right. I can hobble along.”

“You stop where you are,” muttered Philip.

“Let me take him,” said Victor.

“No, he’s far too heavy for you,” was the answer.

At that moment something crashed with a mightier roar even than the last in the mountain itself. What it was the chums could not see from the corridor, but the ground shook violently beneath their feet, and the walls rocked perilously. It seemed as if at any second now the mighty structure would crash down on their heads.

Having partially caught his wind, Philip pushed on, jerking Peter more squarely on to his shoulders. “I could have sworn,” he muttered, “that I saw some of the stratosphere people leaving this way, but it seems like a maze. Still, I suppose we’d better go on.”

So on they went. Would the corridor never end? And how many more corners were there? They must get out somehow or perish. It was too late to turn back. Then came another crash and still another, each one louder and more terrifying in its effect. To retrace their steps along the corridor now would have been asking for almost certain death, for their ears told them that the whole place was tumbling in a welter of ruin and debris. Crash followed crash in increasingly swift succession. Running and using every ounce of strength he possessed, Philip broke into a welter of perspiration, and he had to fight hard to catch his breath. Realizing the agony of mind and body of his chum, Peter again begged to be let down, in fact, he tried to wrench himself away, but Philip gripped him all the harder. At the same time, Victor, taking hold of Peter’s legs with an upward movement, did his best to take at least some of the dead weight from Philip’s back. Another turning of the corridor, and still another. . . . Three more mighty crashes. . . . Then darkness, utter darkness.

“My heavens,” panted Philip. “We shall be buried alive here. We must go on.”

As he was saying these words, Philip stumbled over some obstacle in the corridor and fell heavily on to his knees, giving a sharp cry of pain. The sudden jolt flung Peter over his head, flat on to the ground. Philip tried to rise but could not. There was a terrible twinge in his left knee and he flopped over on to his side.

“For heaven’s sake, keep together,” he shouted. “Victor, where are you?”

“I’m here,” came Victor’s reply at his side. “And you, Peter?” then shouted Victor.

“Yes, I’m here,” said Peter from the darkness. “I’m just ahead of you, judging by the location of your voice. I was flung headlong when you dropped. . . . Let’s get hold of each other,” he went on, “and don’t let go.”

Gropingly, the three at last formed a ring with their hands, but Philip again failed to rise. “I can’t get up,” he cried, “I’ve smashed my knee or something. You fellows go on by yourselves. Don’t bother about me. I’ll be all right.”

Philip knew he was lying when he said he would be all right if left alone and unable to rise in that corridor, upon which the whole structure of the Mystery Mountain would soon be crashing, but his pluck and spirit were supreme. He was ready to sacrifice his own life for those of his two comrades. But neither of them listened for one moment to Philip’s suggestion. Quickly grasping the fact that Philip couldn’t even rise, Victor stooped down and with a great effort lifted him on to his back, just as he himself had done with Peter.

“Go ahead, Peter,” he shouted. “I’ve got Phil on my back. You’ll be able to hobble along somehow, and I’ll keep one hand on your coat.”

So, in this way, they pushed their way along the corridor leading to heaven knows where. The sudden darkness had given rise in Philip’s mind to the terrible fear that the passage, instead of leading to safety, was taking them into some vault under the floor of the Mystery Mountain. In which case they would be going to a certain end. The thought was the more terrible in his mind because he felt that it was he who had led, with his impulsive action, his friends into this situation. He had after all, it seemed, been wrong in thinking he was leading Peter and Victor to an exit.

It was now Victor’s turn to pant and perspire under the weight of his burden, but he stuck it gamely, never attempting to stop even for a moment for breath. It taxed him to the utmost, and once or twice he nearly fell to the ground. He tottered and staggered, biting his lip to give himself fresh courage, but as the seconds flew by he felt he simply could not go on. Peter was unable to help. It was about all he could do to keep walking himself. In fact, the pain in his ankle grew so intense that he had to hop on one leg most of the time, which not only added to his great discomfort and difficulty, but also to that of Victor, who was trying to hold on to his coat to keep contact. Philip shouted something to Victor, but what it was the youngest member of the trio could not tell, for at that moment there was a deafening crash, followed by another and then another.

“This is the end,” muttered Philip to himself.

When the rumbling of the crash had died away, Peter was shouting, “Look! look!” but neither Victor nor Philip could see anything at which to look. Everything was Just darkness, total darkness. “Can’t you see?” shouted Peter ahead.

“Nothing to see,” answered his chums together. “What is it?”

“Can’t you see ahead?” cried Peter impatiently. But then, a moment later, he realized why his chums could see nothing because he himself was obstructing their view. He stood aside for a moment, and the others saw, a short distance ahead of them, light, daylight of that vivid colour which they had first seen when they landed on the stratosphere island. “It’s the way out!” shrieked Peter deliriously. “It’s the way out. We shall soon be safe if we can only make it.”

The two young men, on the point of complete exhaustion, made one final effort, though Victor thought that although the mouth of the exit was so near he would never reach it. To stop would have meant disaster. How he managed it, Victor could not tell. He was only half conscious when he emerged and dropped to the ground, Philip rolling off his back.

“Quick, quick! get up again,” shouted Peter to Victor, “or we’ll be too late even now.”

Clenching his fists, Victor struggled to his feet, tottering. While he was doing so, Peter seized Philip by the shoulders and began to drag him across the ground away from the Mystery Mountain. He beckoned Victor to follow, for the deafening noise made it impossible for him to hear what Peter had shouted to him. Victor saw what was happening, however, and with a great effort he also took hold of Philip’s jacket and helped the limping Peter to drag their chum along. As he half turned to do this, he saw out of the corner of his eye the last phase of the destruction of the Mystery Mountain.

After one dreadful crash, there was complete silence. Not one of the three looked back. Peter and Victor, with every scrap of their pulling power, dragged their friend into safety. Just as a ship, about to plunge to her doom, will remain motionless for a moment or two prior to the climax, so it was with the Mystery Mountain. The stupendous moment of final destruction was preceded by a long interval between the crashes. Then it came in one hideous crescendo of sound. Still not one of them dared to look back. Every second was precious and they didn’t know whether they were yet far enough away to avoid being buried in the crashing debris. As the floor of the Mystery Mountain had rocked and shaken before, so it now seemed that the whole island itself was about to collapse into ruins. The terrific sound struck their ear-drums like violent blows. It seemed as if the crashing noise would never stop. But stop it did at last, and then the trio, realizing that they had escaped, looked round and saw smoke and blue vapour arising like great clouds from the ruins of the mammoth structure.

The three were soon surrounded by a large crowd of the stratosphere people, the king among them. All had grave faces, and the king looked particularly solemn. In a kind voice he said:

“That you are alive is indeed to me almost incredible. It is what you would call a miracle. I can say no more about it than that. This is one of the most dreadful accidents that has ever happened in the whole history of our people, and that it should have occurred when you were here as our guests is terrible. We can only be thankful that you have emerged from it with safety. Your injuries are not serious, I hope?”

The king looked down at Victor’s face, which had now stopped bleeding, and at Philip’s torn trouser leg.

“Ah,” he said, “I see they are quite slight. Only small bruises. And you,” turning to Peter, “I noticed your limp?”

“Oh, that’s all right, sir,” answered Peter, “I gave my ankle a wrench, that’s all.”

“But tell me,” continued the king, “how did you make your escape?”

“We found a corridor,” replied Philip, “because when the first explosion occurred I thought I saw a number of your people rushing that way.”

“That is quite right,” said the king. “ I was myself endeavouring to lead you into it, but the smoke prevented your following me and we lost touch, though my people and myself tried hard to find you.”

The king looked at the ruins of the Mystery Mountain and sighed. “There goes the work of many, many centuries. It will have to be built again. Luckily we have records of all our knowledge. But you are, no doubt, wondering how it came to happen. I will tell you. For some centuries we have been making experiments to find out how to transmit power through space and recently some of our experiments have met with startling success, though they were as yet not complete. Unfortunately one of my inventors was preparing to show you the machine in operation, and so anxious was he that the machine should be at its best that he erred, and the result was a series of explosions which spread to the other complicated equipment and machinery. It was the power transmitter that caused the most violent of the explosions and ultimately wrecked the building.”

“We’re jolly lucky to have escaped, sir,” said Victor.

“You don’t know how lucky you are,” said the king earnestly. “And now you must rest for a while.”

While this conversation was going on, Peter was looking round at the stratosphere folk and he sensed the atmosphere of gloom among them. Many stood with bowed heads, others glanced sadly at the ruins of the Mystery Mountain upon which they and their ancestors had worked so long. Some distance away, and fortunately unharmed, stood the Aeronauticus, and Peter said to himself: “I think it’s about time we were going.”

Turning to the king, he said: “Thank you, sir. But——”

“I understand exactly what is passing in your mind, my friend. If you feel it’s time to leave, we’ll bathe your injuries and give you some of our food which you like so much, to take on your way.”

All three looked out into space and again the king divined their thoughts. “You are wondering how you can get back to the earth,” he said. “I will help you. Indeed, while you were exploring the Mystery Mountain, some of my astronomers have been drawing up exact instructions and directions for you. They have been written down and placed in your ship. If you follow them carefully you will soon reach the edge of your earth stratosphere and from there you can easily make your descent as slowly as you might wish.”

This was indeed good news. Neither of the three wished to remain any longer, and they were accompanied by the friendly stratosphere folk to the ship. On the floor of the cabin was a large scroll containing diagrams and instructions down to the utmost detail, and a swift glance at it was enough to convince all three that it would be simple to follow these instructions. Not only had the stratosphere astronomers indicated their course, but also they gave instructions exactly how the ship should be navigated—even to the smallest turn of the controls.

“A schoolboy could follow that,” smiled Victor.

While refreshments were being placed in the cabin, a stratosphere man bathed Victory face, Peter’s ankle and Philip’s knee. Philip walked first into the cabin to have a final glance at the instructions and then the three took their farewells of these kindly people, Peter finally expressing their great regret at the calamity which had befallen the Mystery Mountain and all its contents. The stratosphere people bowed solemnly in acknowledgment of this and then made way for the ship. Philip now felt extremely confident and made an excellent take-off. After the first concussion of the exploding rockets, Peter and Victor looked round to give a friendly wave to those below, but so rapidly had the ship been projected from the stratosphere island that it had already vanished.

In what appeared to be an incredibly short time, the three young men caught their first glimpse of the earth since their dream-like adventure had begun. How excited they were about it! Victor jumped up and down the cabin in great glee. A violent bump indicated that they had reached the edge of the stratosphere, and Philip, poring over his instructions, made some turns of the control and the ship slowly sank to earth. Then came a great surprise. Although they admired the knowledge of the stratosphere folk that had enabled them to guide the ship to earth, they had certainly not expected to find themselves hovering over England. But this they were undoubtedly doing.

A good landing was made and a couple of astonished ploughmen ran from a neighbouring field to greet them.

That night the three friends were the centre of an excited audience of scientists, among whom was Professor Slater. He was quite decent about the whole thing after all. Reporters, too, and photographers crowded about the travellers. It was a long story they had to tell, and their description of the crashing of the Mystery Mountain excited wonder and attention in every newspaper in all the civilized countries of the world.

What mysteries had they been on the point of solving when the disaster occurred? That was what learned scientists everywhere discussed with bated breath. But the three comrades, now glad to be back on solid earth, continued their cycling holiday to talk over, a thousand times, the breath-taking things that had happened to them in Space.




THE END
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The Conquest of Space Book Series

Ron Miller




About twenty years ago I came up with a bright idea for a book. It was going to be a visual chronology of every spaceship ever conceived, starting in the third century BC. This eventually wound up being a monster called The Dream Machines (Krieger: 1993), with 250,000 words and more than 3000 illustrations. In the course of researching this thing, I found myself more and more having to locate copies of scarce books and novels. Some of these I could find in libraries or private collections, but others were available only through antiquarian booksellers (if I could find them at all). All too often, this would mean an investment of many hundreds of dollars—money I simply couldn’t afford to invest in the project. This was frustrating, since I didn’t really need to own the book, I just needed the information it contained...and I couldn’t see spending, say, $500 for the privilege of looking at a single paragraph.

I knew that other researchers have had the same problem. There were ordinary readers, too, who were looking for good reading copies of obscure books but, like me, were unwilling or unable to pay hundreds of dollars solely for the chance to read a book.

A few years ago I decided to address this problem. Of course, by that time, at least one aspect had been solved by online archives like gutenberg.org. The text of thousands of obscure and rare titles were now freely available. Still. . . this wasn’t quite the same thing as owning a book and for someone who might want a little more than the bare text, it wasn’t enough. There were also some of the necessary limitations imposed by etexts, such as their inability to handle italics, foreign characters and other typographical problems. Often missing, too, were any illustrations that may have accompanied the original book.

So I decided to set out to create a library of reprints. They would feature handsome new covers, a carefully edited text, attractive design, illustrations (where appropriate) and footnotes, appendices, etc. whenever possible. Books that bridged the gap between etexts and the original editions, books that would be easy to read, good to look at and an attractive addition to any book collector’s shelf. In addition, I tried to emphasize books that were not easy—or were even impossible—to find online. The books would also focus on a very particular theme (or two, as it turned out). The main collection consists of early books and novels that deal with space travel or rocketry. One of my motives in this activity was to illustrate how far back the concept of space travel went, to say nothing of how prescient many early writers were in anticipating everything from solar sails and rocket-powered spacecraft to spacesuits and nuclear propulsion.

I am of course, limited myself to books that are in the public domain. However, this worked out fine for me since my main interest is in books published prior to the 1930s.




II The Dreamers

Until the invention of the astronomical telescope by Galileo Galilei in 1610, the heavens were thought to be no great distance from the Earth, and the Sun and the Moon were thought to be the only material bodies with which we shared the universe. Some few of the early Greek philosopher-scientists speculated on the relative distances of the sun, Moon and planets, such as Anaximander in -600. Pythagoras and Aristotle both theorized that the Moon might be spherical. But these and others were all based on quantitative measurements—little thought, if any, was given to what the Moon was. When the question was considered however, speculation knew few limits. Anaximander thought that the Moon might be a kind of fiery chariot wheel and Anaxagoras suggested that it was an incandescent solid (albeit with “plains, mountains and ravines”). But by the time Plutarch was writing, foundation for the thousand-year-long Dark Ages was being laid. During that bleak millennium the Earth was clearly the center of the universe, there were no other worlds than this one and the Moon was a perfect, pristine sphere since Providence would be incapable of creating anything less than ideal. If the Moon showed spots, these were nothing but the reflection of our own imperfect world in the Moon’s mirrorlike surface. Change and decay were limited to the Earth; the heavens were immutable and eternal. To question any of this was dangerous heresy.

Galileo’s revelation changed all of that forever. With his first observations he immediately realized that the Moon was not a pristine disk or sphere, but rather a world as imperfect as our own, with mountains, valleys, plains and hundreds of odd, circular ring mountains and craters.

The Church forced Galileo to recant his discoveries and his interpretations of them, but the damage had already been done. When human beings looked skyward they no longer saw abstract points of light. They saw the infinite possibilities of new worlds.

At the time of Galileo’s discovery of new worlds in the sky, there were new worlds being discovered right here on Earth. Scarcely more than a century earlier, the continents of North and South America had been discovered lying unsuspected and unknown on the far side of the Atlantic Ocean. Since then, John and Sebastian Cabot had explored the coasts of North America for Great Britain, while the Portugese and Spanish were laying the groundwork for a vast empire in the southern continent. Between 1519 and 1522, Magellan and Del Cano made their epic voyage around the now undoubtedly spherical Earth. By the time of Galileo, hundreds of ships and thousands of explorers, colonists, soldiers, priests and adventurers had made the journey to these amazingly fertile, rich and strange new lands. Now they learned that an Italian scientist had found that not only did our own Earth harbor unsuspected worlds, but that the sky was full of them, too.

How frustrating it must have been! The new worlds of the Americas, which could not even be seen and which existed for the vast majority of Europeans only in the form of traveler’s tales and evocative if imaginative charts, nevertheless could be visited by anyone possessing the funds or courage. But now here were whole new Earths—Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn and the Moon—which could be seen by anyone and even mapped; whole new planets with unimaginable continents and riches . . . yet there was no way to touch them! They were like a banana dangling just beyond the reach of a monkey.

It is little wonder that Galileo’s discoveries could not be suppressed. Their publication was quickly followed by a spate of space travel stories: Somnium, The Man in the Moone, Voyage to the Moon, A Voyage to the World of Cartesius, Iter Lunaire*, John Daniel*, Micromegas, A Voyage to the Moon and countless others. (*included in this collection.) There were poems, songs, stage plays and sermons, all inspired by the possibility of traveling to the new worlds in the sky. If it were not presently possible to reach them in reality, it could at least be done by proxy.

Bishop Wilkins had no personal doubts that these voyages would eventually be made. He wrote in his Discovery of a New World (1638),

“You will say there can be no sailing thither [to the Moon] . . . We have not now any Drake, or Columbus, to undertake this voyage, or any Daedalus to invent a conveyance through the air. I answer, though we have not, yet why may not succeeding times raise up some spirits as eminent for new attempts, and strange inventions, as any that were before them? . . . I do seriously, and upon good grounds affirm it possible to make a flying-chariot . . .” Galileo’s discoveries, and the discoveries of other great astronomers soon afterwards (the rings of Saturn, Saturn’s great Moon Titan, the dusky markings on Mars and even a new planet, Uranus), had a another profound effect on the evolution of the spaceship, in addition to inspiring the need for such a machine. Since the Moon and planets were now known to be real worlds, it was no longer possible to employ them as merely metaphorical symbols. It was one thing to speak of visiting a vast mirrored disk suspended in the heavens, a disk that, so far as anyone knew, had no real physical existence. Now that the Moon was known to be a real place, transportation there could not be shrugged off onto some vaguely described magic. If one were to write seriously about traveling to the Moon or planets, then the method of getting to them had to have at least the ring of plausibility.

Even Bishop Francis Godwin with his fantastic Moon-bound swans was compelled to add such materialistic and realistic details as the construction of the birds’ harnesses and the framework that bound them together. He even computed their top speed. Cyrano de Bergerac, although writing a burlesque, felt constrained to limit himself to pseudoscientific methods of spaceflight. Though he was striving for strictly comic effects, it is important to note that none of his methods depended upon magic or the supernatural. He took a great deal of care in describing the fantastic devices he used in his attempts to travel to the Sun and Moon, even managing to stumble, however accidentally, upon the use of rockets.

These and many other authors of the time were discovering verisimilitude—the evocation of a sense of reality by the use of masses of convincing detail . . . or convincing-sounding detail, at least.

Still, the writers of space travel stories before the end of the 1700s were groping in the dark: there simply was no method by which a human being could leave the surface of the Earth. In all the history of mankind no one had ever left the Earth any farther than human muscles could push.




III The Invention of the Spaceship

The invention of the lighter-than-air manned balloon was a major revolution, and revelation, in mankind’s perception of his capabilities of exploring the universe. On two counts: For the first time in history a human being had gotten further away from the Earth than the distance one could jump. And it was not accomplished by magic or occult means but by the use of a man-made machine, a device of science. Although by the end of the eighteenth century balloons had drifted everywhere across the landscapes of France, England and other European countries, they seldom reached an altitude of more than a few thousand feet. The Moon was a great deal farther away than that, to say nothing of the planets. Nevertheless it seemed to the most enthusiastic and imaginative dreamers that if it were possible for a human being to lift himself from the surface of the Earth even half a mile, then a flight to the Moon was merely a matter of magnitude. This is the altered perception that is most important to realize: that by means of a manmade instrumentality, employing well understood physical principles, it was possible to leave the Earth. Therefore the problem of traveling to the other worlds that shared the universe with the Earth ought to also be surmountable by means of science and mechanics. That is, even if the wiser heads were aware that it was unlikely that anyone would ever travel to the Moon in a balloon—hot air, gas or otherwise— they were also cognizant that the idea of traveling there somehow was no longer a matter relegated to pure fantasy.

As the nineteenth century progressed, it began to seem that there might, quite literally, be nothing that was beyond the abilities of science and engineering. Between 1800 and 1865, an astounded public saw the introduction of electric batteries, steam trains and steamboats, ironclad warships, photographs, gas lighting, telegraphy, high-speed rotary printing presses, and color printing, electric motors, calculating machines, blast furnaces, anaesthetics, revolvers, electric lighting, typewriters, sewing machines, Bessemer converters and transatlantic telegraph cables, among literally thousands of other inventions and discoveries in technology and science. Meanwhile, engineers were building vast iron bridges, cutting canals through deserts and jungles and spanning continents with railroads. At this same time, explorers were opening the hitherto unknown territories of Africa and the Poles. For the first time, engineers, explorers and scientists were considered public heroes; they were held in an esteem previously reserved for generals and admirals.

By the arrival of the latter half of the nineteenth century there seemed to be little that science and technology could not accomplish.

In the field of space literature, Edgar Allan Poe introduced scientific verisimilitude. His novelette Hans Pfaal*, in spite of its satiric and comic overtones, was packed with realistic and well-researched details; so much so that his description of a high altitude balloon flight reads almost interchangeably with one of the stratosphere balloon flights of the 1930s or 1950s.

Poe was the first author since Kepler to take the scientific basis of a fictional story seriously and consequently was a major influence on a Frenchman who was a great admirer of Poe and his works and was an erstwhile author of scientific romances himself. If Edgar Allan Poe was the grandfather of realistic space fiction, Jules Verne was surely the father. Verne has had more positive influence on the development of astronautics than possibly any other author of fiction or nonfiction, at least until the early decades of this century; and even these latter authors—such as Hermann Oberth, Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, and others—owed their introduction to spaceflight to Jules Verne.

Whenever space travel was the subject, it was assumed that it would be accomplished by some sort of mechanical device; Jules Verne’s classic From the Earth to the Moon (1865)* is a literal paean to the engineering arts and American enterprise.

The first author to provide an unambiguous description of a rocket-propelled spacecraft was Elbert Perce. In his 1852 novel, Gulliver Joi*, he wrote of a torpedo-shaped projectile provided with a padded passenger compartment, instruments and a combustion chamber and nozzle. Only a decade later, Jules Verne became the first author to treat space travel as a problem in mathematics and engineering.

Before the publication of From the Earth to the Moon* (1865), no one had ever applied Newton’s laws of motion to the problem of space flight—not even Newton himself. With the help of a cousin who taught math at the Sorbonne, Verne became the first to calculate the escape velocity needed to leave Earth and the trajectory needed to reach the Moon. He even appreciated the need to place the launch site as near the equator as possible. Much has been made of Verne’s use of giant cannon to launch his spacecraft—which would have been disastrous for both the projectile and its occupants—but it is clear that Verne realized the problems involved. Among the several reasons he had for choosing a cannon (not the least of which was his need to parody the American military-industrial complex, which existed even then) was the simple fact that rockets in the mid-nineteenth century were little advanced from fireworks. Nevertheless, Verne use rockets to steer his spacecraft and act as retrorockets—and was the first writer to appreciate the fact that rockets would work in a vacuum.

However, while it seemed perfectly clear what a spaceship must be like in order to survive the ordeals of interplanetary space and, most importantly, allow its passengers to survive as well, it was far from clear what would be the most plausible method of getting the spaceship from the surface of the Earth and into space. In fact, while there were numerous proposals for reaction-powered aircraft during the nineteenth century, there were less than half a dozen suggestions made that rockets might be useful in space travel. Most writers realized, as Verne did, that the state of the art of rocketry was utterly inadequate for the task.

By and large, the propulsive method of choice for the last century (and, for that matter, well into this one) was antigravity, which was, in reality, only the magic and occultism of previous centuries given a pseudoscientific guise. The important difference is that it was felt necessary to put on that guise. And no matter what the method of propulsion ultimately chosen, writers still had to deal with the known reality of conditions beyond the Earth’s atmosphere and on other planets. The airlessness of the interplanetary void, its extremes of cold and heat, the danger of meteorites, the problem of providing food and oxygen . . . all had to be dealt with believably, especially since the facts of astronomy were quite well known to the science-knowledgeable nineteenth century reader. Between the time of Jules Verne’s two lunar novels and the flight of the first liquid-fueled rocket in 1926, most of the theoretical groundwork for spaceflight was laid, and most of the possibilities had been imagined. To mention a very few:

Edward Everett Hale described the first artificial manned satellite in his novelette The Brick Moon (1869)*, in which he listed nearly every function applied to modern satellites. The story describes the launch of a 200-foot sphere (made of brick to withstand the heat generated by atmospheric friction—and thereby anticipating the ceramic heat shields of today’s spacecraft). Once in orbit, the artificial moon acted as a navigational aid while its passengers transmitted observations regarding weather, crops, etc. back to the Earth.

In 1881 Hermann Ganswindt first described his interplanetary spaceship. While never quite grasping the principles of rocket propulsion, Ganswindt did take into consideration the possible need for artificial gravity. He created this by spinning his spacecraft; he anticipated Hermann Oberth by nearly forty years by suggesting that two spacecraft could be joined by a cable and spun around their common center. Although he made errors in detail, he was one of the first to suggest the use of rockets in spaceflight, and the drawing he commissioned to illustrate his invention is one of the few nineteenth century depictions of a manned rocket operating in space.

The year 1880 saw the appearance in St. Nicholas magazine of the charming short story “A Christmas Dinner With the Man in the Moon”* by Washington Gladden. The giant spaceliner Meteor traveled to the Moon on the “great electric currents” that passed between the Earth and its satellite. The iron hull of the spaceship was magnetized to take advantage of the currents. The Meteor was spindle-shaped and equipped with giant paddle wheels that raised it to the upper atmosphere. Because of the thinning atmosphere, Gladden equipped his passengers with respirators.

A sign of the changing times came with the publication, in 1880, of Percy Greg’s two-volume novel, Across the Zodiac*. In the story, a mysterious force called “apergy” was used to negate gravity, providing the means for a voyage through space to Mars. The spaceship Astronaut was a monstrous affair with 3-foot thick metal walls. The deck and keel were described as “absolutely flat, and each one hundred feet in length and fifty in breadth, the height of the vessel being about twenty feet.” The apergy receptacle was placed above the generator, both located in the center of the ship, and from there “descended right through the floor a conducting bar in an antapergetic sheath, so divided that without separating it from the upper portion the lower might revolve in any direction through an angle of twenty minutes.” This sheath was used to direct a “stream of repulsive force” against the Sun or any other body.

Greg’s “apergy” was apparently such an appealing element that it appeared in several other novels, notably John Jacob Astor’s A Journey in Other Worlds (1894)*. It is not particularly important what happened on Mars, which was reached in a little over 40 days. What is important is that the red planet was beginning to receive the attention of writers of space fiction that it astronomically deserves. By the onset of World War I more than one hundred novels and stories had been published, all dealing with flights to Mars. All of this was a result of increasing observational knowledge about the planet itself and the development of some meticulously worked-out concepts of the origin of the Solar System, of which Mars was an especially interesting component. It was the period of the discovery of canali on Mars by Giovanni Virginio Schiaparelli (who interpreted them as naturally occurring channels or grooves) and their popularization—or perhaps sensationalization—by Percival Lowell (to whom they were artificially constructed canals), the discovery in 1877 of Mars’s two small Moons by Asaph Hall (which up-to-date Greg described), and of other phenomena that seemed to suggest that Mars might be much like the Earth, only older. For years, Lowell excited professionals and laymen alike with his proposition that Mars was inhabited by an advanced race of intelligent beings.

Kurd Lasswitz’s Auf zwei Planeten carried the Mars theme several notches higher in the literary scale. Published in 1897 (but not translated into English until 1971 as Two Planets), it took a very logical look at the supposition that since Mars was the happy abode of a higher intelligence than Earth, it would not be Earthmen who would first go to Mars, but rather the opposite. Thus, it was Martian space travelers who flew to the Earth and set up a base on the North Pole. Why they chose such a seemingly inconvenient location is explained in the dialogue: “You must realize . . . that the Martians can only land on Earth in the areas of the north or south poles. Their spaceships try, as soon as they have reached the outer border of the atmosphere, to approach in the direction of the axis of the Earth. But it is dangerous for them to enter the atmosphere. Therefore, everyone agreed with the suggestion my father had made to build a station outside the atmosphere but in the direction of the axis of the Earth, on which the ships would remain and from where they would descend to the Earth in a different manner.” The method of crossing space relied on a gravity-nullifying material, although the actual propulsion was provided by rockets. Lasswitz’s novel was enormously influential on the growing interest in rocketry and spaceflight then taking place in Germany.

Capitalizing on the growing popularity of Mars, H. G. Wells wrote his acclaimed War of the Worlds*, serialized in magazine form in 1897 and published as a book in 1898. The story dealt with the hair-raising tale of a Martian invasion of our planet. What appeared initially to be a successful conquest of the Earth ended in failure as Wells had the Martians die from terrestrial diseases against which their organisms had no defense. In a retaliatory vein, American astronomer Garrett P. Serviss wrote Edison’s Conquest of Mars, which began serialization even before the last installment of the Wells novel saw print! In this story, Serviss created the first-ever scenes of massed fleets of interplanetary spaceships. Serviss was an experienced astronomer and science writer, and while he was eventually to write far better-polished fiction, this, his first novel, has a much more sound scientific basis than even the Wells original.

In 1889 a three-volume set of novels, Aventures extraordinaires d’un savant Russe (The Extraordinary Adventures of a Russian Scientist) by G. Le Faure and H. de Graffigny, was published. It is a veritable catalog of imaginative spacecraft, ranging from Vernian projectiles to rockets to solar sails. The three books dealt with adventures on the Moon, the inner planets, comets, asteroids and the giant outer planets. A fourth volume, Les mondes stellaires, was published but immediately withdrawn and destroyed with the result that only a handful of copies are reported to have survived.

Perhaps the most astonishing, if not most imaginative, method of travelling to the Moon was described in Andre Laurie’s 1887 novel, Conquest of the Moon*. An entire iron ore-rich mountain is turned into a titanic electromagnetic by means of electricity generated by batteries of solar-powered generators. The plan is to draw the Moon down to the surface of the Earth. The plan backfires when, just as the Moon is about to make contact with the surface of our planet, the mountain—inhabitants and all—is ripped bodily from the Earth and lands on the Moon.

By the end of the nineteenth century science had made amazing strides and atomic-powered spacecraft were now being described. Garrett Serviss’ A Columbus of Space* (1909) was one of the first novels to include a spacecraft explicitly powered by nuclear energy, even if the details were a little vague. This can’t be said of the Flying Ring in The Moon-Maker, a novel published in 1915 by Robert Wood and Arthur Train. It is propelled on a mission to intercept an asteroid by a beam of alpha particles produced by the disintegration of uranium. (Not only were the authors the first ever to suggest the potential danger of an asteroid collision with the Earth, and to suggest a solution identical to those being proposed today, they included one of the first female astronauts in literature, the amazing Rhoda Gibbs.)

With the dawn of the new century, the spaceship as we know it today had been fully developed in the fiction of the age.




IV The Experimenters

The problem of spaceflight gradually evolved away from the purely speculative and theoretical. A more or less developmental approach was undertaken by those interested in the possibilities of spaceflight, though this approach was in many ways dictated as much by necessity as by intent. It was far simpler, cheaper and safer to experiment with small-scale rockets than with full-size spaceships; it was realized very early on that the exploration of space would be a fabulously expensive and difficult proposition.

In 1903 Tsiolkovsky published the first of his spacecraft designs; it employed liquid fuel and gyroscopic stabilization. In outward appearance his spaceship laid the groundwork for the modern spaceship to come.

Between 1913 and 1916, Andre Mas, Drouet and Henri de Graffigny devised schemes for centrifugally launched spacecraft, thrown from the rims of rapidly-spinning flywheels. Arthur Train and Robert Wood described the Flying Ring, a 66-foot-diameter torus propelled by an atomic motor suspended in gimbals from the apex of a tripod over the center of the doughnut-shaped ship. The fuel was uranium, producing a beam of alpha particles as it disintegrated.

The year 1923 saw the publication of Hermann Oberth’s seminal Die Rakete zu den Planetenräumen (The Rocket in Planetary Space), one of the theoreticial cornerstones of modern spaceflight. In it he first proposed his “Model E,” an enormous manned rocket that finally settled the outward form of the classic spaceship. It was an artillery-shell-shaped hull 100 feet tall and 30 feet in diameter that stood erect on the tips of four big fins. Oberth later elaborated upon the design in the 1929 revised edition of his book, Wege zur Raumschiffahrt (Ways to Spaceflight). In it he described a fictional circumlunar flight by the Model E spaceship Luna (on June 14, 1932). It was a three-stage rocket launched from the Indian Ocean. The pilots were ensconced in a small cabin shaped like an oblate spheroid, contained in the nose of the third stage. This was equipped with a parachute for the final descent to the Earth. Oberth, with his typical meticulous care, considered every detail: how his crew were to eat in free fall, waste disposal, heating and cooling, etc.

Oberth’s Model E formed the basis for the design of the spaceship Friede, which he provided for Fritz Lang’s 1929 motion picture Frau im Mond, the first realistic spaceship in movie history.

At about this same time rocketry pioneer Max Valier was actively publishing his own designs for spacecraft. A hyperactive proselytizer of space flight, he lectured all over Europe while his magazine articles were republished in every language all over the world. His influence over the popular conception of space travel was equaled only by that of Wernher von Braun in the 1950s.

Although Valier evolved his spaceship from existing aircraft—they even took off more or less horizontally from inclined ramps—the final design was aesthetically more pleasing than Oberth’s rather ultrafunctional rockets. Valier’s final design was a chunky streamlined spindle with curved fins at the rear and two outrigger nacelles containing the rocket motors near the front of the craft. A similar design, but with the rockets in the rear, would have been launched from the back of an enormous rocket-powered flying wing. This version was elaborated upon in Otto Willi Gail’s novel Hans Hardt’s Mondfahrt (Rocket to the Moon) (1930)*.

Gail, combining the ideas of Valier and Oberth, described the spaceship Geryon in Der Schuss ins All (A Shot Into Infinity) (1925)*—a three-stage rocket with folding wings (a feature of which Oberth disapproved). It reappeared in Der Stein vom Mond (The Stone From the Moon) (1926)*, along with the space station Astropol. In this novel—which mixed space travel with the bizarre “Cosmic Ice Theory” of Hörbiger then popular in Germany—the spaceship Ikaros made a voyage to Venus (where it remained in orbit while a small lander made the actual descent).

R. H. Romans’ novel The Moon Conquerors (1930)* described the 1945 flight of the spaceship Astronaut. The rocket was the result of an international competition for the best scheme for reaching space (152 of the submitted plans “were for a Goddard rocket”). It was a slender torpedo with narrow fins running its length. Romans described the rocket in some detail. It was launched horizontally, its initial velocity provided by an electromagnetic cannon. For propulsion between the Earth and the Moon, it used the pressure of light on special black vanes.

(The electromagnetic cannon itself—aka the “mass driver” —was invented by engineer E.F. Northrup. He built numerous working models and eventually described his work in the strange novel Zero to Eighty* (1937), in which he developed the idea as applied to the launching of spacecraft.)

Most of these concepts were illustrated by Frank R. Paul, who was almost solely responsible for a great majority of the artwork in Hugo Gernsback’s large stable of magazines. Trained as an architect and engineer, Paul’s vaguely baroque spacecraft had an unprecedented aura of believability.

Many other fictional rockets continued to contribute to the collective and cumulative design of the spaceship. The 1922 animated film All Aboard for the Moon featured a streamlined rocket launched from a rooftop, carrying tourists to the Moon. Miral-Vigee’s 1922 novel L’Anneau des Feu (Ring of Fire) based its atomic-powered spaceship on the theories of Robert Esnault-Pelterie, the French aviation and space pioneer. The 1930 Hollywood musical Just Imagine featured the ultimate Art Deco spaceship. It became the representative prewar spaceship after it was recycled in the immensely popular Flash Gordon serials.

By this time—in the “real world”—Tsiolkovsky had published extensively and his plans included not only large manned rockets but lunar rovers and self-contained space colonies.

The Russian Fridrikh A. Tsander designed enormous biplane spaceships that fed upon their own structure for fuel, and Franz Ulinski published his schemes for electrically propelled spacecraft. In 1925, Walter Hohmann not only designed his “powder tower” spaceship, an enormous cone-shaped rocket with an egg-shaped manned capsule at its apex, but his work on interplanetary orbits became so fundamental that these energy-saving orbits have been named for him.

Franz von Hoefft proposed an evolutionary spaceship design, employing the lifting body concept. Using standardized units spaceships could be customized for particular missions. He laid out a systematic and progressively more ambitious scenario for the exploration of outer space, employing a series of eight spacecraft, designated RH I-VIII. Hoefft’s unique design resembled the blade of a shovel with a pair of slender pontoons beneath, since the larger ones were to be launched from water.

In the late 1920s, Eugen Sänger began his researches into spaceflight, basing his hopes on the development of an “aerospaceplane” This eventually resulted, a decade later, in his famous “silver bird” antipodal bomber concept, the immediate precursor of today’s Space Shuttle and modern aerospace planes.

By the time Goddard and the VfR flew their first liquid-fueled rockets, these dreamers and theorists—and scores of others—had not only established that space travel would ultimately take place, but had anticipated virtually every step on the road to achieving it.

During the 1920s and 1930s three highly influential organizations were formed: the Verein für Raumschiffarht (or VfR, the German Society for Spaceship Travel), the American Interplanetary Society (later the American Rocket Society) and the British Interplanetary Society (the only one of the three to exist in more or less its original form today). The first two of these three groups performed many of the earliest serious and controlled liquid fuel rocket experiments. Robert Goddard, who had made the first liquid fueled rocket flight, was working in strict secrecy, allowing little if any news of his work to be available to other researchers. The societies, however, were entirely open and freely shared the results of their experiments. Much of the development of modern rocketry, at least up until the 1960s, can be traced directly to the experiments of the VfR and ARS. Meanwhile, the BIS, prevented by law from experimenting with rockets, devoted itself to the theory and promotion of spaceflight, a service it still performs to this day. For example, in 1939 the BIS published the results of the first-ever detailed scientific and engineering study for a manned lunar rocket and lander.

With the advent of hostilities in Europe at the end of the 1930s, the work of the VfR, as well as many of its most brilliant members, was usurped by the German military machine, disappearing into well-kept secrecy, a secrecy broken only by the first V2 missiles dropping onto London. At the same time, ex-members of the ARS formed the private companies that produced wartime rockets and JATO units for the United States military and, later, the propulsion systems for the first American rocket-propelled aircraft. High-altitude balloonists were taking their “spaceships” to the limits of the Earth’s atmosphere (by the mid-1930s altitudes of 12 miles or more were being reached), and rocket-powered gliders and aircraft were being flown—great advances being made in this area by the Germans and Russians.




V The End of an Era

Rocket research and development progressed dramatically during World War II...with no greater example of this than the spectacular V-2, a rocket that—in spite of the intervening 70 years of advancing technology—has become the iconic symbol for “spaceship.” It was by far the largest rocket ever launched. The fournteen ton missile was 46 feet tall and five feet six inches in diameter. Its fins spanned eleven feet nine inches. It could carry a payload of one ton of high explosives. On its first flight, the giant rocket reached an altitude of 53 miles and a range of 118 miles.

General Walter Dornberger, who was in charge of developing the V-2, exclaimed: “Do you realize what we accomplished today? Today the spaceship was born!”

But at the same time an era died. Before that day in October, 1942, the spaceship had been a device of the imagination. Traveling in space would surely come about some day. . .but a day that was in the far distant future. Now that a man-made device had reached the very fringes of space, travel to the stars seemed less of a remote possibility. It was clear that it was only a matter of time, money. . . and will.

While there were many imaginative spaceships yet to come— both in and out of fiction—such as those of the fabulous “Collier’s Space Program” devised by Wernher von Braun and his colleagues—spaceships now had a reality they’d never before possessed. There was little question in anyone’s mind that the conquest of space was just around the corner. So the cut-off date imposed on my series by copyright restrictions (with a few happy exceptions), seems less arbitrary and more appropriate.




VI Finding the Books

The first hurdle in creating the series was finding the books in the first place.

I already had an extensive collection of literature devoted to spaceflight and rocketry. This was the result of, first, a life-long interest in the subjects. I have been accumulating such books since I was a little kid. I had never been an especially serious collector, however, until I began working on a book called The Dream Machines (Kreiger, 1993). This was a massive chronological history of the evolution of the spaceship that required research into literally thousands of vintage books and magazines, ranging from the present to several hundred years in the past. I haunted bookstores, both real and online, eBay, and fellow collectors. Someone who was both an inspiration and an invaluable source was Fred Ordway, whose collection of science fiction and space-related material was second to none. His collection of 900 SF pulp magazines now resides in the Harvard Library and his books at the Space and Rocket Center in Huntsville. His encouragement and generous access to his collection were invaluable.

My own collection, while attaining nowhere near the volume and completeness of Fred’s, still fills three seven-foot bookcases and more than a dozen file boxes.

However, even given all these resources there were still books that were unobtainable. Fortunately, I had another excellent source—the existence of online resources such as gutenberg.org. While there are many typographical, formatting and editing issues that still need to be addressed, the texts available through this excellent service provided an essential foundation.




VII Creating the Books

Most of the titles are reproduced from books in my collection, books that were accumulated during the many years I spent researching The Dream Machines. For the most part, these are books that are not available as etexts anywhere else. Many are from vanishingly rare books, such as To the Moon and Back in Ninety Days*, which had been privately published in 1922. For biographical information regarding the author of this book, I managed to track down his surviving relatives.

Other books unique to the collection include The Moon-Maker (which includes its prequel, The Man Who Rocked the Earth), The Moon Colony (which is the first to suggest terraforming the Moon), Zero to Eighty and many more. These titles are already part of the published collection while others are still being prepared.

The books are scanned and converted to editable texts with an OCR reader. This is then carefully edited by comparing it to the original book. Obvious typographical errors (inevitable with scanned text) are corrected, but factual and other errors are left intact as written.

Occasionally, a book I have in my collection is replicated in the Gutenberg library or another online source, which saves me the trouble of scanning hundreds of pages. If the text of a book was obtained this way, I converted it to the typeface and formatting I desired for the finished book. I also went through the text to make sure that italics and other special characters—such as mathematical symbols or words in Greek, for example—appear properly.

As with the books scanned from my collection, chapter breaks are made on new pages as well as any special formatting, such as decorative chapter titles or drop caps. Every effort is made to either replicate the appearance of the original book or create a new design appropriate to the era and subject. If the original book was illustrated, I try to track down the best quality copies of these I can find. Sometimes I have these already in my collection. Finally, if the book warrants it, I add footnotes, biographies or explanatory appendices. I do this for several reasons. One is that I feel a need to add something extra for the reader, to set these books apart from a text that might be found online. Another is the need to provide background and context, to help the reader understand and appreciate the full importance of the book they’ve read.

Finally, there are a small number of books that are appearing in English for the first time in their current form. For instance, Arnould Galopin’s Doctor Omega (1906) enjoys its first unabridged publication in English.

Doing this is a laborious task, since my command of French is painfully limited. With the aid of translation software, dictionaries, earlier translations and an intimate knowledge of the book itself, the job gets done.

Special attention has been paid to Jules Verne in this regard, who is not only one of my favorite authors but has historically suffered from ridiculously poor translations. For instance, the “standard” translation of 20,000 Leagues was created by a British Protestant minister, and Verne was a French Catholic liberal. Anything of which the translator didn’t approve was simply cut out. The result was that nearly 20 percent of the book was eliminated! To make things worse, he had a slippery command of French and no grasp at all of science. The result was literally thousands of errors. . .errors which for nearly a century had been blamed on Verne by his American and English readers. Because this translation has been in the public domain for generations, it’s the one most likely to be reprinted

For my new edition of the book, I replaced the missing text and corrected all of the translation errors and factual mistakes (for instance, having Professor Arronax return from the “Badlands” of Nebraska instead of the original version’s “disagreeable territory”). The book also includes numerous maps, appendices, and a detailed schematic of the Nautilus.

From the Earth to the Moon and Round the Moon have been translated entirely from scratch, with thousands of words of text restored that have never before been seen in any other English edition. Like the other Verne titles, they contain extensive notes and appendices.

Journey to the Center of the Earth is another new translation that also includes maps and some three hundred notes. The new editions of Off on a Comet! and Purchase of the North Pole are based on vintage nineteenth century texts which have been carefully edited for errors and missing text. In addition to the Verne novels I’ve included a brand-new translation of Doctor Omega (1906), by Arnould Galopin. This will be the first time this classic novel about a trip to Mars has appeared in English complete and unabridged. The original illustrations are also included.

All of these books were designed for print editions. Adapting the book for ebook editions brought an entirely new set of problems, largely generated by the inherent simple nature of the electronic book. For example, much, if not all, of the special formatting and typography of the originals had to be abandoned. Illustrations could be retained, however, which pleased me since they not only added character to all the books, they were an intrinsic part of many. Leaving the art out of some of them would be like Alice without Tenniel.

In the end, I hope to have created not only a library of fascinating books that may be entirely new to many modern readers, but also a kind of monument to those pioneers who laid the foundation for space exploration. For I very much believe that while engineers and scientists made space travel a reality, it was invented by Edgar Allan Poe, Jules Verne. H.G. Wells, and their scores of less illustrious colleagues who not only bore the torch when science laughed at the possibility of leaving our planet, but inspired those who ultimately made that dream come true.
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By Rocket to the Moon (1931), Otto Willi Gail, illustrated
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Through Space to Mars (1910), "Roy Rockwood" (Howard R. Garis)
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Rocket Riders in Stormy Seas (1933), Howard R. Garis, illustrated

Rocket Riders in the Air (1934), Howard R. Garis, illustrated
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20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Jules Verne, translated and edited by Ron Miller. Illustrated

A Journey to the Center of the Earth, translated, annotated and edited by Ron Miller. Illustrated

Off on a Comet!, Jules Verne, edited by Ron Miller, illustrated
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