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CRASH ON VIAR,
by Joseph J. Millard

Thorne insisted there was nothing outside the shell of the wrecked space cruiser—no air, no pressure, no heat, no light. Only utter, absolute nothingness lay above the mineral-dust surface of dead Viar, third moon of Votan, the last planet beyond Pluto.

But Jackson knew better. There was something outside. Death waited patiently, unrelentingly, hovering above the wrecked craft on black, silent wings. This was death’s domain. It was only a matter of time until these two rash microcosms of life, unwilling invaders, should yield themselves to death’s mandates.

Jackson knew this. Feeling the feather touch of death’s exploring fingers against his brain, he shivered as he watched Thorne make one last hopeless try for contact with life’s outpost.

“If I could stretch transmission range just a fraction of a parsec more,” Thorne muttered through set teeth, “I could reach the guard station on Pluto. I’m going to try to overpower this rig long enough to get a call through. It may blow out instantly, of course, but I don’t see that even then we’d be any worse off than we are now.”

He bent over the communicator, which had been miraculously undamaged by the crash. Deliberately he turned the power controls up above the red danger-bar. The whole assembly began to hum, warning of the impending blowout. But still Thorne grimly fed power, easing it delicately into the instruments until its shrill protest was louder than the cosmic drone from the receiver.

Jackson, hunched forward on the copilot’s seat, set his teeth and blinked a sudden flood of cold perspiration from his eyes. His fingernails dug into his palms, but he did not feel the pain.

“Calling Pluto,” Thorne droned into the transmitter for the hundredth time. “Calling Space Guard Station Nineteen on Pluto. Astrophysical exploration ship Meteor calling Pluto. Answer quickly if you catch this.”

They both heard it then. A faint, infinitely distant whisper of sound penetrated the eternal cosmic drone in the receiver. It was the sound of a human voice—the first to reach their ears in eight months of extra-galactic wandering!

“Space Guard Station Nineteen on Pluto calling the Meteor. We hear your transmission faintly. Come through again if you can. Give location and condition of ship.”
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