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TOM SWIFT AND THE CAPTIVE
PLANETOID




When weird masked raiders attack a
United States spaceport, Tom's plans for his
latest space exploration project are jeopardized.
The project would launch astronauts on a newly
sighted planetoid for an epic voyage around the
sun. First, Tom must prove that his latest
invention, the Duratherm Wing, can bring
reentering spacecraft safely down to earth. A
fiery mishap on the test flight is only the
beginning of Tom's troubles. Fake evidence
results in the young scientist-inventor being
accused of masterminding the spaceport raid.



In the meantime, another small planet has
been mysteriously captured by earth's gravity.
On an expedition to the strange planetoid, Tom
discovers a fantastic prize. But grim
developments follow. The planetoid is sinking
into the atmosphere and threatens the continent
of North America with the most terrible
catastrophe in history! How Tom meets this
challenge with high courage and scientific know-how, and how he outwits his insidious enemies,
will bring cheers from his worldwide legion of
fans.







1. WEIRD RAIDERS




"THAT new spaceport will be the most
up to date in the world!" Tom exclaimed. He
gazed below from his helijet as it soared into the
night sky.



"It sure will," his copilot Bud agreed.
"The Point Sparta layout is terrific."



The crew-cut blond young inventor, Tom
Swift Jr., and rugged, dark-haired Bud Barclay
settled back in the bucket seats of their Whirling
Duck. They had spent the day touring the
construction site of America's newest doorway
to space at the invitation of a government
agency.



"Wish we could have stayed longer,"
Tom said.



"But you have a surprise waiting for you
at home," replied Bud. "Any idea what it is?"



"No, but it must be something pretty
exciting from the way Dad—" Tom broke off
as his pal gave a sudden startled cry.



"Hey! What happened to their power
supply?"



Tom glanced below. The blazing array of
lights that ringed the half-completed spaceport
had gone out, plunging the base into darkness.



A pillar of fire shot up from the ground
and a huge gantry crane seemed to come apart
like a collapsing toy tower. An instant later the
boys heard an ear-shattering boom!



Before either could speak, two more
explosions followed. Another service tower and
a tall radar-tracking antenna went to pieces in
brilliant bursts of flame.



"Sizzlin' skyrockets! The whole base is
blowing up!" Bud cried.



"We'd better get down there and find
out what's wrong!" Tom said. "Switch to
emergency frequency and broadcast an alarm! If
the base's power supply has failed, their
communications may be cut off!"



As Bud spoke excitedly over the radio,
Tom did a "180" and sent the heliplane
swooping back to the same spot from which
they had taken off only minutes before. Neither
boy had any idea what had caused the
explosions or whether their craft might be
coming down in a danger area. The thought of
lives to be saved or injured men who might need
attention drove all other considerations from
their minds.



"Wow! Look at all that blue fire!" said
Bud.



Geysers of bluish flame were spouting
up from a dozen different places around the
spaceport.



"Almost like incendiary bombs going
off!" Tom commented.



As the Whirling Duck neared the
ground, dark figures could be seen dashing
away from the flames. Other fires flared at
scattered points.



"They are incendiaries!" Bud shouted.
"And those guys are throwing them!"



The words were hardly out of his mouth
when the boys saw another figure sprint toward
the timbered scaffolding around a half-constructed blockhouse. He aimed something
that looked like a flame thrower, and a gush of
fire sent bright tongues of light licking over the
wooden framework.



The government space base was being
raided!



As soon as the Duck touched down, the
boys leaped from its cabin. By now the lurid
glare of the numerous fires was dispelling the
darkness. Frantic shots mingled with the crackle
of the flames.



"Think the Duck'll be safe here?" Bud
queried.



Tom nodded. "I guess so—we're on a
pretty open stretch of ground. Let's find Mr.
Bowden!"



Bowden was the chief engineer in charge
of the base. He had acted as host to the boys
during their visit. Tom and Bud ran toward the
administration building where his office was
located.



The whole base was in wild confusion.
Guards and construction workers were trying to
cope with the attack as the raiders darted to and
fro, spreading fiery destruction. The vast extent
of the spaceport, Tom realized, would make it
difficult to bring the situation under control.



He scanned the mysterious attackers.
They were clad from head to toe in tight-fitting
suits which masked the upper part of their faces
except for eye slits. The chests of their uniforms
were blazoned with a phosphorescent emblem.
Tom could not see what it was. Some of the men
were armed with flame throwers and others with
the blue incendiary grenades.



"Hold it!" Bud yelled. He broke away
from his friend and rushed to the left, toward a
raider who was about to ignite a stack of oil
drums.



"Careful, Bud!" Tom cried in alarm as
the raider swung around with his flame thrower
to meet the unexpected assault.



Bud dived headlong and knocked the
man sprawling before he could trigger his
weapon. The raider fought back viciously, but he
was no match for the burly young flier. Bud,
fighting mad, smashed an uppercut to the jaw
that stretched his opponent senseless. Then he
snatched up the raider's flame thrower and
turned to rejoin his friend.
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"Good work!" Tom exclaimed. "I'd
sure like to know where those guys came
from—and what that insignia stands for!"



Both boys paused for a moment to stare
at the glowing symbol on the uniform of the
unconscious man. It showed a globe and
lightning bolt.



"Never mind that now!" Bud urged.
"Let's find Bowden first and do something
about these fires."



"Right!"



The boys continued their dash toward the
administration building. Several of the base fire
trucks were already in action. With bells
clanging and sirens screaming they sped toward
the worst of the myriad blazes.



Tom and Bud found Bowden issuing
frantic orders to a cluster of the base personnel.



"We've radioed an alarm to the FAA
stations," Tom reported. "Help should be on
the way soon."



"Thanks! We can sure use it!" Bowden
said in relief.



"How about power?" Tom asked.



"The power plant was knocked out right
after the lights were cut. If you can help the crew
get a generator going, it would solve one
problem."



"I'll see what I can do." The young
inventor hurried off toward the powerhouse.



Bud was put to work with several others
setting up extra pumping equipment to fight the
fires. Strangely, the raiders seemed to make no
effort to hinder the base personnel from coping
with the damage. Nor were any of the black-uniformed attackers in sight when the lights
came on again fifteen minutes later.



By now, fire trucks from the nearest
towns had arrived, together with several State
Police cars. These were followed by two
truckloads of National Guardsmen and a Coast
Guard cutter which had sped to the scene from a
point down the coast.



Almost an hour went by before the
blazes were finally brought under control. Then
Tom and Bud joined Bowden and a group of
police officers, FBI agents, and a National
Guard colonel in the administration building.



"Whoever the raiders were, they've
escaped without leaving a trace," Colonel Trump
was saying.



"What about the one I knocked out?"
Bud put in.



"The others must have revived him or
hauled him away," an FBI man said. "We've
been over every inch of the base."



"Any idea how they got in?" Tom
asked.



"Definitely not over the fence or through
the gates," Bowden replied. "They would have
been spotted. The most likely answer seems to
be that they sneaked in by water from the outer
edge of the point, using scuba gear. Our security
and alarm systems aren't completely installed
yet on the seaward side."



"The big question is who were they,"
said the FBI agent. "Foreign invaders or
American subversives?"



"And what was their purpose?" Tom
added. "Did the raiders seize any equipment?"



Bowden shook his head. "Nothing, so
far as we've been able to determine. The attack
seems to have been purely destructive."



It was after ten o'clock when the two
boys finally took off in their jet plane-helicopter.



"The whole thing seems like a crazy
nightmare," Bud remarked.



"It was a nightmare, all right," Tom
agreed worriedly, "but there must have been a
reason. That raid was well planned, Bud, and the
enemy who masterminded it may strike again."



Streaking homeward with its rotors
folded into the fuselage, the Whirling Duck
soon reached Swift Enterprises on the outskirts
of Shopton. The vast, high-walled experimental
station lay sprawled below, its laboratories,
workshops, and airstrips revealed by blazing
floodlights.



Mr. Swift met the boys on the airfield
soon after the Duck touched down. The tall,
distinguished scientist—blue-eyed with close-cropped hair beginning to gray at the
temples—looked like a slightly older edition of
Tom Jr. He shook hands warmly with the two
youths.



"I heard about the trouble at Point
Sparta over the radio, just after I flew in from
New Mexico this evening," Mr. Swift told them.
"I was a bit worried about whether you two
were all right, but I couldn't get a phone call
through."



"The lines were cut, Dad," Tom said.
He and Bud gave a hasty report on the raid.



Tom Sr., who had been working for
several weeks at the Swifts' atomic research
plant, The Citadel, located in the southwestern
United States, listened with a puzzled frown.
"Sounds fantastic!" he commented when the
boys finished. "Has the FBI any clues to go
on?"



Tom shook his head. "Not yet. The
whole thing's a total mystery!"



As he and Bud walked off the airfield
with Mr. Swift, the young inventor went on,
"Talking about mysteries, Dad, I'm eager to
hear what you have up your sleeve. When you
phoned from New Mexico this morning, you
said you had something important to discuss
with me."



Mr. Swift glanced at his wrist watch.
"That's right, son, I do. But it's pretty late.
Perhaps we'd better wait until—"



"Don't keep us in suspense, Dad!"
Tom pleaded. "I'm still wide awake and so's
Bud."



The elder scientist chuckled. "So am I,
as a matter of fact. Let's go up to the office and
I'll tell you about it."



The three climbed into a jeep and sped to
Enterprises' main building. In a few minutes
they were seated in the huge, luxurious double
office which Tom shared with his father.
Scattered about the room were colorful scale
models in metal and plastic of the Swifts'
numerous amazing inventions.



"Tom," Mr. Swift began, "do you
remember the planetoid project we discussed
after you returned from Comet Swift?"



"The planetoid project!" Tom sat bolt
upright in his chair, eyes kindling with interest
as he recalled a conversation he and his father
had had a few days after Tom Jr.'s thrilling
adventure related in The Mystery Comet. "I sure
do, Dad! You suggested that we—"



The telephone on Tom's desk rang
shrilly. He answered it.



"This is Jeff—Jeff Nolan, skipper,"
said the voice at the other end of the line. "I'm
calling from the hangar." The mechanic
sounded excited.



"What's up, Jeff?" Tom asked.



"I've just discovered something very
strange in that Whirling Duck you and Bud
were flying! You'd better come over right away
and take a look at it!"







2. THE COMPUTER CLUE




"I'LL be right over," Tom assured the
mechanic. He told his father and Bud what the
man had reported.



"Maybe we'd better come with you,
son."



All three jeeped to the hangar where the
helijet had been wheeled after the boys landed.



Jeff Nolan greeted them anxiously.
"Here it is!" He pointed to an object on his
workbench. "I found it lying on the floor of the
Duck!"



The object was a large, bluish glass
capsule. The glass had cracked and the capsule
appeared to be glowing and scintillating
violently.



Tom's face paled and Bud exclaimed,
"It's one of the raiders' incendiary grenades!"



The young inventor snatched the capsule
from the workbench and hurled it toward the
open door of the hangar. But the capsule fell
short, landing and shattering in the doorway!



The Swifts, Bud, and Nolan held their
breath and waited for a fiery gusher. Instead,
there was only a brief, tiny flicker of flame!



Tom pulled on a mechanic's work gloves
and approached the grenade cautiously. He
picked up the broken pieces, then another object
which had been inside, and carried them back to
the bench.



"Why didn't it go off, son?" Mr. Swift
asked tensely. "Was it empty?"



"Not quite."



The capsule had been designed in two
halves, evidently for filling with the blue jellylike
incendiary. But most of the chemical had been
emptied out except for a coating which had
clung to the glass and flared briefly. In its place
someone had apparently inserted a tightly rolled
strip of fabric, now slightly charred.



"Hey! What's that?" Bud asked.



Tom unrolled the fabric strip. It was
plastic-coated on one side and looked as if it
might have been ripped off some protective
sheeting around the stored equipment at Point
Sparta. The other side bore an ink-scrawled
message:





Expect contact soon!





Below the words was a crudely drawn
replica of the raiders' globe-and-lightning-bolt
emblem.



"Well, I'll be a monkey's uncle!"
gasped the mechanic. "What does that mean?"



Tom gave a puzzled shrug. "I don't
know. The capsule couldn't have found its way
into the helijet by accident. It must have been
tossed there on purpose—so I suppose this was
meant for me. Don't ask me why."



Mr. Swift frowned worriedly as he
studied the markings on the fabric. "Whoever
wrote this may have intended it as a secret
personal message—maybe even a friendly tipoff,
unknown to the other raiders. Or it could just as
well be a warning from the whole gang."



"You're right, Dad. We'd better turn
this over to our security department."



In spite of the late hour, Tom insisted
upon hearing his father's important news. So
the two boys returned with him to the Swifts'
office.



"What's this planetoid project you
mentioned, sir?" Bud asked the elder scientist.



"Well, as you know," Mr. Swift began,
"planetoids are small bodies which revolve
about the sun. We often call them asteroids, but
that name is misleading because asteroid really
means 'little star.' The official name of a
planetoid is 'minor planet.' Most of them orbit
in a belt between Mars and Jupiter."



"Some of them revolve nearer to the sun
than that, don't they?" Bud inquired.



"Yes, indeed, and some have orbits
which cause them to pass very close to
earth—occasionally even between the earth and
the moon. Unfortunately, astronomers have no
organized search program for these close-approach planetoids."



"A dozen or so have been spotted,"
Tom put in, "but each one was sighted by sheer
accident."



"What sort of project do you have in
mind, sir?" Bud persisted, turning back to Tom
Sr.



The scientist toyed thoughtfully with a
pencil. "I suppose the idea has been kicking
around in my mind, and Tom's mind too, ever
since the phantom satellite first appeared in our
sky."



He was referring to the asteroid Nestria,
which had been moved into orbit around the
earth by unknown space beings. Tom Jr. had led
a space expedition there and planted a base.



Mr. Swift went on, "After you two made
your recent comet landing, the idea came back to
me strongly; namely, that it was high time to
begin a real research program into the wider use
of planetoids as space bases."



"Wow!" Bud exclaimed excitedly.
"That could open a whole new era of space
exploration!"



"You bet it could!" Tom plucked a
technical aerospace journal off a shelf and
handed it to Bud. "Dad wrote an article for this
journal, suggesting some of the things that might
be done."



Bud located the article and glanced
through it hastily. "Jumpin' jets! Do you think
you could really capture a planetoid and steer it
into earth orbit, the way the space folk did?"



Mr. Swift nodded. "Why not? I'm sure
the energy requirements for nudging a close-approach planetoid into earth's gravity field are
well within man's present scientific potential. Of
course it would take careful planning to insure
against any unforeseen catastrophe. Meantime, a
planetoid research program might yield all sorts
of important results."



"For instance—?" Bud asked.



"Results such as data on the makeup of
planetoids, clues to the mystery of how they
were formed—perhaps even clues to the origin
of the solar system. And traces might be found
of simple life forms, such as spores from
elsewhere in space, that would tell a lot to
biologists. Also, attempts, could be made to
extract rocket fuels from the planetoids, like
oxygen and hydrogen, as well as structural
materials."



Mr. Swift smiled. "However, the most
exciting possibility of all is one that Tom
proposed."



"Let's hear it!" Bud said eagerly.



"To convert a planetoid into a sort of
natural spaceship for an orbital voyage about the
sun."



"Dad!" Tom almost leaped from his
chair as he sensed what was coming. "You
don't mean you're thinking of actually tackling
such a project?"



"That's just what I mean." Mr. Swift's
expression reflected his son's excitement. "I
didn't want to mention it before and arouse your
hopes too soon, but I've been corresponding
with some of the top government space planners
on the subject. They're all for it, and they're
willing to underwrite half the cost as soon as we
pick out a suitable planetoid for the project."



Tom gave a joyful whoop.



"Wait!" Bud blurted out. "Let me get
this straight! You're talking about planting a
group of astronauts on one of those tiny hunks
of real estate and letting them swing millions and
millions of miles away from the earth?"



"That's right," the distinguished
scientist replied. "Such an expedition would
provide priceless experience in survival
techniques for an extraterrestrial colony in deep
space—something we may one day have to
undertake on a large scale as earth's population
increases."



"How long would the astronauts be
gone?"



"Two or three years, depending on the
orbital period of the planetoid that was chosen."



Mr. Swift's steel-blue eyes twinkled as
he noticed Bud's long face. He knew that the
young pilot-astronaut was thinking of the long
separation from his favorite date, Tom Jr.'s
blond sister Sandra. "Don't get the notion you
two boys would be members of that colony."



"But, Dad," Tom broke in, "this could
be one of the greatest feats of space exploration
in the century!"



"I know, son, but you're needed here at
Enterprises. Besides, you'll have enough to do
just launching the voyagers."



Tom drove home with his father, teeming
with enthusiasm for the planetoid project. But
before he could plunge into the job of planning
the tremendous space venture, he reminded
himself that he would first have to complete
work on his latest amazing invention—the
Duratherm Wing, or Durathermor.



Next morning the young inventor
stopped at the plant security office to check on
the mysterious message found in the blue
capsule. Harlan Ames, the lean, dark-haired
Chief of Security, greeted Tom with startling
news.



"I may have a lead on those raiders,
skipper!"



"Let's have it, Harlan."



"Well, when I studied the writing on that
strip of fabric, something rang a bell in my
mind. But I couldn't figure out why. So I fed all
the data on the raid and the message into your
crime computer."



Ames gestured toward an electronic brain
which Tom had recently designed for the
security department, to store and retrieve
information on known criminals, spies, and their
mode of operation.



"What came out?" Tom asked.



"The machine referred me to the case of
a man named Glinko, who was recently arrested
in New York by the FBI on an espionage
charge."



Tom's forehead puckered. "What's the
connection?"



"Glinko has an odd tattoo on his
chest—a globe and lightning bolt!"



"Wow! The same emblem used by the
raiders!"



"I just phoned Wes Norris at the local
FBI office. They're holding Glinko in a federal
detention cell in New York, and Wes is
arranging to have him questioned in our
presence at ten o'clock. Can you make it?"



"I sure can!" Tom said. "We'll hop
over in a Whirling Duck."



A few minutes before ten the young
inventor and Ames were shaking hands with
Norris and several other FBI agents.



"Glinko's being brought out now,"
Norris said.



The prisoner was a short, powerfully
built man with a ruddy face and dark
complexion. He looked surly and insolent when
he was led into the room between two guards.



As his eyes ranged over the group
waiting to question him, a startling change took
place. His gaze fixed on Tom and his face
blanched. Tom gazed back, puzzled by the
prisoner's sudden, frightened expression.



A moment later there was a wild gleam in
Glinko's eyes. He writhed and twisted violently.
Then, before the guards could seize him, he
collapsed to the floor!







3. TORNADO TUNNEL




TOM, Ames, and the FBI men rushed to
examine the prisoner. Norris shook him and
patted his face, but Glinko seemed to be in a
deep coma.



"Is there a doctor in the building?"
Norris asked.



"Y-y-yes, sir," a guard stuttered.



"Get him!"



The physician arrived quickly. He
checked Glinko's pulse and rolled back an
eyelid to examine the pupil. "He's drugged."



"But that's impossible!" the other
guard exclaimed. "We were all watching him!
He didn't take anything!"



"Don't be too sure," said Norris. He
pried open Glinko's jaw, then pointed to a false
tooth made of stainless steel, which had a
hollowed-out cavity. "He probably had a drug
capsule concealed in there and swallowed it."



Tom and Ames looked at each other,
startled. Was it the sight of the young inventor
that had caused Glinko to gulp the drug?



"Is there any way you can snap him out
of it?" Norris asked the medic.



"Possibly—by injecting a stimulant."



The unconscious man was carried to a
couch and the physician administered a
hypodermic. Soon Glinko revived. He sat up
slowly and stared around at the faces watching
him. But his expression remained blank and
zombie-like.



"All right, wake up!" Norris barked.
"Who are you? What's your name?"



"I...uh...I..." The prisoner's voice
trailed off thickly.



"Don't play dumb! You're here to
answer questions. If you want legal counsel,
you're entitled to have a lawyer present."



Glinko stared back open-mouthed at the
FBI agent. Finally he broke into a nervous
giggle and began to count his fingers. The other
FBI agents joined in the questioning but could
get no sensible response.



"He must have taken a mind-scrambling
drug," said Ames, "to make sure we got
nothing out of him." The physician nodded
thoughtfully.



"But why now?" an FBI man queried.
"This bird's been questioned before and never
cracked."



"I may be wrong," Ames said slowly,
"but it looked to me as if seeing Tom shook
him up."



"I got the same impression," Norris
agreed with a frown. "Somehow, the sight of
Tom must have made him think we'd penetrated
his spy setup—or at least found out more than
he expected."



"Why was he arrested in the first
place?" Tom asked. "It had nothing to do with
Swift Enterprises, did it?"



Norris shook his head. "No. He tried to
bribe some secret technical information from an
engineer working for a top aerospace firm."



"What's his nationality?" Ames
inquired.



"We don't know. He entered the
country on a fake passport. He's a secret agent,
no doubt of that, but we've no idea who was
running him."



Both Tom and Ames were disturbed by
the episode but realized they could do nothing
more. They flew back to Enterprises and Tom
went at once to the huge hypersonic wind tunnel
in which his new invention was to be tested.



The tunnel, ten feet in diameter, had been
specially designed by Tom to test the lift and
drag characteristics of his Duratherm Wing in
mid-atmosphere at speeds up to Mach 10. To
create the air flow, pressure was built up at one
end of the tunnel by multistage compressors and
reduced at the other end by a vacuum pump.



Arv Hanson, the big, genial craftsman
who helped to build the prototypes of Tom's
inventions, had already set up a large model of
the Durathermor on a test mount in the tunnel.
Now he was attaching electrical metering
devices.



The Durathermor itself was in the shape
of a delta wing, thick enough in the mid-section
to enclose an eight-foot model of a rocket ship.
Twin tail booms extended aft from the wing.



"All set, Arv?" Tom asked.



"Just about. But I think we ought to
check those compressors before we run the
test." The two went off to the compressor
compartment at the other end of the tunnel.



Moments later, stout, cheerful Chow
Winkler came clumping into the building. A
former chuck-wagon cook from the Texas
Panhandle, Chow was now the Swifts' personal
chef at Enterprises. He wore an apron twined
about his bulging midriff, high-heeled cowboy
boots, and a white chef's hat perched atop his
bald dome. On one palm he was balancing a
platter of luscious strawberry shortcake, laden
with whipped cream.



"Humph! Where's Tom?" he
wondered. "That buckaroo never does know
when it's feedin' time. Reckon I should 'a'
brung a lunch cart—but mebbe this shortcake'll
tempt him into knockin' off."



Seeing the open hatch of the wind tunnel,
Chow went inside to look for Tom. His eye fell
on the Duratherm Wing.



"What in tarnation is that?" the cook
muttered. "Must be some new kind o' airplane
Tom's inventin'. Brand my apple dumplin's, he
sure does think up some wonderful
contraptions!"



Chow looked around with a start as he
heard the hatch slam shut. "Hey! Hold on
there!" he bellowed. But his foghorn voice was
drowned by a sudden roar of machinery. The
next instant a tremendous blast of air blew the
strawberry shortcake smack in his face!



Dripping whipped cream, Chow tried to
lunge toward the hatch and pound on it, but the
compressors were speeding up with a deafening
whine. He managed barely one step when the
tornado-force air stream ripped the outer clothes
from his body. Chow's hat, cowboy shirt, jeans,
and boots went sailing down the tunnel! In his
long underwear, the roly-poly cook was lifted
off his feet and slammed backward against the
leading edge of the Duratherm Wing!



Outside the tunnel, Arv took one look
through the thick glass view pane and let out a
yell of alarm. "Chow's in there! Shut off the
blowers!"



Tom's eyes widened in alarm as he saw
Chow's plight. The cook was spread-eagled
against the wing—like a fat ship's-figurehead in
long johns—his face plastered with remnants of
the whipped cream! The young inventor
slammed down the switch on the control panel.
As the compressors rumbled to a halt, he went
dashing after Arv through the hatch.
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Chow had slumped to the floor, gasping
for breath. They got him to his feet and managed
to calm him down. "Great gallopin'
longhorns!" the cook gulped. "That was
worse'n a Texas tornado!"



Both Tom and Arv found it difficult to
look serious as they wiped Chow's face.



"I sure am sorry, pardner," Tom
apologized. "We had no idea you were inside
when we closed the hatch. Are you all right
now?"



"Yep, reckon I'm okay, 'cept fer losin'
my shortcake. Oughta know better than to go
pokin' into places I don't know nothin' about!"



Tom patted the cook's shoulder as Arv
went off to retrieve Chow's clothes. When the
Texan was dressed again, the test proceeded with
all three watching safely from outside the tunnel.



"What kind o' contraption is that in
there?" Chow asked, peering through the pane
intently.



"A reentry device for spacecraft," Tom
replied. "It's called a Duratherm Wing, or
Durathermor for short. 'Dura' because it's
made of my lighter-than-air foam plastic,
Durabuoy, and 'therm' because it uses heat
from air friction."



"What's it supposed t' do?"



"Get the spacecraft safely down to the
ground from orbit. The Durathermor will serve
as a heat shield to keep the craft from burning
up in the atmosphere, and also enable it to be
steered down to a precise landing, like an
airplane."



"Can't you do that already?" Chow
queried.



"Sure, in my repelatron spaceship. But
rockets and space capsules are different. Most
of them can only reenter the atmosphere like a
bullet and it's not easy to maneuver a bullet."



Tom explained that his Durathermor
could be fitted to the noses of shuttle-ferry
rockets making repeated trips to and from space
stations. Even more important, it could be used
to rescue disabled spacecraft, stranded in orbit.



"How in thunder would you do that,
boss?"



"Well, a rescue ship would go into orbit
beside the disabled craft. Then an astronaut
would get out, lug the Durathermor across the
void, and attach it to the stranded spaceship."



Chow scratched his double chin. "Be
purty big fer one man to handle, wouldn't it?"



Tom chuckled. "The wing wouldn't be
opened up yet. The whole apparatus would be
neatly stowed in a compact, fairly lightweight
package."



He explained that before firing a retro-rocket to plunge the ship into the atmosphere,
the astronaut would trigger a tiny cartridge of
highly volatile liquid. This liquid would vaporize,
causing a fabric sheath to balloon out in the
shape of the wing. Then Durabuoy would foam
out of a tank and fill the sheath.



"I guess you know how hot a spacecraft
gets during reentry," Tom went on.



"Brand my stew kettle, I sure do! The
whole ship glows like a red-hot stove lid."



"Much hotter, actually. Air friction can
shoot the temperature above 20,000 degrees
Fahrenheit. But my Duratherm Wing will stay
fairly cool."



The secret of the cooling, Tom explained,
lay in a myriad of tiny semiconductor heat
cells—somewhat like radio
transistors—embedded in the fabric sheath.
These would convert much of the heat into
electricity, which would then be stored in
batteries for use later in the flight.



Chow went back to his galley and
brought a lunch cart, then stayed to watch as the
wind-tunnel test continued. He saw Tom and
Arv turning small control knobs. These caused
the nose and wing tips to curl up and down, or
the twin tails to curve slightly from side to side.



"How do you make them thingamabobs
curl thataway, Tom?" the cook asked, puzzled.



"Well, the Durabuoy is allowed to
absorb just enough heat to become slightly
pliable. But the actual bending is done by fine
bimetal strips that are woven right into the
fabric."



Chow squinted. "What kind o' metal?"



"Bimetal—actually two separate kinds
of metal bonded together. The storage batteries
are used to heat them by electrical resistance.
One metal expands more from the heat than the
other, so the strip curls slightly. It's the same
principle that moves the needle of your oven
thermometer. And when all the strips curl, they
exert enough force to flex the wing surface."



"Wal, fry me fer an oyster! An' that's
how you aim to steer an' fly the whole
contraption?"



"Right." Tom added that his
Durathermor also had a special emergency
crash-landing device, which was activated
somewhat like the wing.



Before the young inventor could go on,
the outside door of the building burst open and
Bud came rushing in, waving a New York paper.
His face was red with anger. "Hey, Tom!" Bud
yelled. "Have you seen how that fellow Teek
has been popping off to the press?"



"Teek?" Tom looked around in
surprise. "You mean Henshaw Teek of Thor
Astronautics?"



"That's the guy!" Thor Astronautics
was a leading aerospace firm and Teek was the
president.



"What about him?"



"Get a load of this!" Bud jabbed his
finger at a two-column story, headed:





SPACE EXPERT SCOFFS AT 


LATEST SWIFT BRAIN STORM





Tom's jaw clenched as he read on. The
piece was based on the reporter's interview with
the well-known engineering executive. Teek
stated that Tom Swift's Duratherm Wing was
scientifically unsound—"a mere worthless
publicity gimmick"—and that the government
space agency should not endanger the lives of
American astronauts by trying it out!







4. DANGER DROP




TOM struggled to keep his temper as he
passed the newspaper to Chow and Arv. "Can't
say I'm too surprised, although I wouldn't have
expected Teek to let himself be quoted so
bluntly."



Chow exploded as he read the interview.
"Why, that low-down, big-mouthed sidewinder!
Who does he think he is?"



"I can tell you what everyone else thinks
he is," put in Arv. "Teek's known all over the
industry as a sourpuss and a blowhard."



Tom nodded. "They also know that
Thor Astronautics has a reentry device of its
own that Teek's hoping to sell to the space
agency."



"You're not going to let him get away
with those cracks, are you?" Bud stormed.



"No, but I'm not going to get involved
in any silly name-calling contest, either."



"Then what are you going to do?"



Tom grinned. "I'm going to prove the
value of my Duratherm Wing with an actual
reentry test." He turned to his assistant. "Carry
on from here, will you, Arv? We'll feed the
print-out figures on the tapes into a computer
later."



"Sure thing, skipper."



Tom turned back to Bud. "Come on, fly-boy, and I'll show you what I'm talking about."



Outside, the two boys climbed into a jeep
and drove to another building on the vast
grounds of the experimental station. Here Tom
showed Bud a wingless white fiber-glass craft
which was nearing completion.



"What's this?" Bud asked, puzzled.



"Firefly—the ship I'll use for the reentry
test. It's not much more than a dummy, really,
although the controls for the Durathermor will
be run inside the fuselage."



Tom explained that on an actual rescue
mission, the astronaut-pilot would ride inside a
small capsule which formed part of the
Durathermor package. "But in this case," he
went on, "I'll leave off the capsule and ride
inside the ship itself, in order to simulate a
spacecraft being brought down from orbit."



"How'll you launch Firefly into orbit?"
Bud asked.



"It'll be carried aloft in my Challenger
and then dropped just above the atmosphere."



"Under radio control?"



"No. With me aboard." Tom grinned
dryly as he saw Bud's startled expression.
"After all, a pilotless test wouldn't sound as if I
had much confidence in my own invention,
would it? Especially after that blast from
Henshaw Teek!"



"But, good grief, suppose something
goes wrong?"



Tom shrugged. "Every part of the
system has been thoroughly checked out."



"Look," Bud snapped, "you've heard
of Murphy's Law! If anything can go wrong,
something will go wrong!"



"Sure, there's always a margin of risk,"
Tom admitted. "That doesn't keep you from
test-piloting for Enterprises, does it? Sooner or
later the Duratherm Wing has to be test-flown,
and since I invented it, I may as well be the man
in the cockpit!"



"Correction, genius boy—we'll both be
in the cockpit!"



Tom and Bud looked at each other in
silence for a moment. Then the young inventor
chuckled and squeezed his pal's arm. "Okay. If
that's the way you want it, I'll have an extra seat
installed. Guess I wouldn't feel right without my
lucky copilot, anyhow!"



Ten minutes later Tom walked into the
Swifts' big double office. His father had a copy
of the New York paper spread out on his desk.



"I suppose you've read that interview
with Henshaw Teek," the young inventor
remarked.



"Just looking at it now." Mr. Swift
scowled momentarily. "Teek has gone pretty far
this time. I hope you're not letting it throw
you."



Tom shook his head as he settled into a
comfortable leather lounge chair. "Not
particularly. In fact, I'm not even planning to
reply—unless you think I should, Dad."



"No, indeed. That sort of public
argument generates a lot of heat but very little
light."



"As far as I'm concerned, my invention
will have to stand or fall on its own merits,"
Tom said. "That's why I'm planning a
demonstration test of the Durathermor next
week."



He outlined his plan for the reentry test
in the Firefly, which had been constructed while
his father was in New Mexico. Mr. Swift
listened gravely and nodded.



"Very well, son. You have my okay. The
test will be dangerous, of course, but it's
certainly a necessary step. I'm confident that
your Durathermor is basically sound."



Mr. Swift added as Tom arose to return
to his laboratory, "By the way, you've heard of
Luigi Volenti, the astronomer?"



"I sure have! He's the leading authority
in this country on planetoids. Right now he's a
visiting consultant at Mount Palomar
Observatory, isn't he?"



"That's right. But he's coming East
next Monday to lecture at Grandyke University.
I thought it might be interesting to get his views
on our planetoid project."



"Dad, that's a great idea!" Tom
exclaimed. "I'll go there and talk with him.
Maybe he can find time to spend a few days at
Enterprises."



The reentry test was scheduled for the
following Monday. Tom and Bud spent Sunday
night on Fearing Island, the Swifts' tightly
guarded rocket base, a few miles off the Atlantic
coast. Early the next morning they were driven
to the launch area, where the Challenger stood
ready for takeoff.



The great repelatron-powered moon ship
was a gleaming silvery cube, ringed by circular
rails. These were the tracks on which the dish-shaped radiating antennae could be swiveled
about to aim at the earth or any celestial object.
The repulsion beams from the antennae,
generated by Tom's amazing repelatron
invention, provided the thrust to drive the ship
through space.



A porchlike landing platform ran along
one side of the Challenger's fuselage. The tiny
white Firefly had been strapped to this platform,
to be released later, above the atmosphere.
Attached to the nose of the test craft was the
cylindrical Durathermor package.



Tom and Bud were already suited-up
except for their space helmets. Before climbing
aboard, they waved to the newsmen and
television crews.



Arv Hanson and Hank Sterling, the
blond, rugged chief engineer of Enterprises,
were aboard with a small crew. The boys took
their places in the pilot's and copilot's seats, and
the final checkout proceeded smoothly.
Meanwhile, radar antennae were turning steadily,
scanning the skies above the island.



At last came the voice of George Dilling,
the Swifts' radio communications chief: "All
clear for take-off!"



Tom's hands moved busily over the
controls as lights flashed on the element-selector
panel. Powerful repulsion beams from the
repelatron radiators pushed against the ground,
and the ship rose steeply into the blue.



Since the repelatron thrust was gauged to
provide a smooth, constant acceleration of one
G, there was no shock of blast-off as with a
rocket. Through the thick quartz-glass window
of the flight compartment, the boys saw earth
dwindle away beneath them and the sky darken
gradually to the black void of outer space.



The ship's ascent was under constant
observation by Enterprises' megascope space
prober, an electronic telescope of almost infinite
range which Tom had invented. The prober,
mounted in the dome atop the main building,
relayed its picture to monitor screens on Fearing
Island.



Tom eased the Challenger into orbit at
an altitude of approximately two hundred miles,
then turned the controls over to Arv and Hank.



"Okay, Bud. I'm ready."



After donning their space helmets, the
boys rode the elevator down to the hangar
compartment and went out through the air lock.
Two space-suited crewmen helped them climb
into the cockpit of the Firefly and close the
canopy.



"Happy landings!" one of the crewmen
called over his suit radio.



Tom grinned through his transparent
bubble helmet and circled a thumb and
forefinger.



The crewmen released the holding straps
and Tom triggered a small hydrogen-peroxide
jet. This moved the Firefly off the landing
platform into a position below and abaft the
mother ship.



"I will now extend the Duratherm
Wing," Tom reported over the long-range radio,
after establishing contact with the Fearing base.



As he pressed a button, the cylindrical
package on the Firefly's nose opened. The huge,
glistening fabric sheath slowly inflated to its
delta-wing shape and the twin tail booms
streamed aft.



"Now the Durabuoy foam is gushing
into the sheath and hardening," Tom radioed.
"As you can see on your monitor screens, the
wing encloses and shields the whole forward
end of our craft. But during reentry a small
portion of the wing will purposely be allowed to
burn away, to provide pilot visibility during the
landing maneuvers."



Presently Tom adjusted the ship's
attitude with small jets, then fired the
Durathermor's retro-rocket. Instantly the
Firefly, with its huge, graceful, swanlike wing,
peeled out of orbit and plunged earthward into
the atmosphere.



"What now, skipper?" Bud asked.



"Nothing—except watch the gauges and
keep our fingers crossed till it's time to fly
manually."



Like a hurtling meteor, the craft bit
deeper and deeper into earth's blanket of air.
Suddenly Bud saw a tense look of fear creep
over Tom's face.



"Anything wrong?" the copilot queried.



"Look at those temperature needles!
We're overheating all over the wing! The heat
cells aren't functioning properly!"



Tom frantically studied the cell output
ammeters and adjusted various controls, but the
skin temperature gauges continued to soar.
Bud's face paled and his heart thudded.



Unless Tom could correct the trouble,
they would plunge to fiery destruction in the
atmosphere—or crash horribly if the craft
survived re-entry!







5. BUZZ BOMBERS




"TOM, what's fouling up the heat
cells?" Bud asked frantically.



"Don't know—unless it's the plasma
sheath."



Tom's eyes remained glued to the
gauges. Bud stared ahead through the canopy.



"You mean," he asked, "the glowing-hot ionized air that's forming around our craft
on reentry?"



Tom nodded. "The plasma's probably
altering the thermoelectric properties of the cell
crystals," he said grimly.



"Look!" Bud cried, pointing. "The
wing's starting to burn through!"



A rectangular area of the Durathermor,
directly in the boys' line of sight, was glowing
red.



"The view slot," Tom answered. "It's
supposed to burn away, but not so soon!"



His brain was working desperately.
"Bud, there may be a way out of this!"



"Let's have it, genius boy."



"Remember the antipodal bomber? The
rocket plane dreamed up by a German scientist?
His idea was to increase the rocket's range by
making it skip, or ricochet, in and out of the
atmosphere like a stone skimming over water."



Bud's eyes widened. "I get it! Every
bounce into space will give us a chance to cool
off."



"Right. And each dip into the
atmosphere will slow our speed—maybe enough
to keep us from overheating on our final
descent."



"Jumpin' jets! Can we do it with this
crate?"



"Maybe, if the control surfaces work
okay."



"What about the bimetal strips?"



Tom shrugged. "They're insulated with
asbestalon coatings. The big danger is that too
much of the wing may have softened."



After radioing his plan to ground control,
Tom checked the temperature gauges and
battery-charge indicator. Then he turned a
control knob which fed current to the bimetal
strips designed to uptilt the wing nose.



The boys held their breaths. Gradually
they felt a build-up of G force which told them,
even without watching the attitude indicator, that
the Firefly's nose was coming up.



"We're climbing!" Tom cried as he
checked the radar altimeter. Up, up they soared
until the craft was cresting almost a hundred
miles above the earth. Wing temperatures had
fallen sharply.



"You've done it, skipper!" Bud exulted.



"We're not home safe yet—not by a
long shot!"



Again they swooped into the atmosphere,
and again rebounded spaceward. Tom's spirits
rose as he saw the gauge readings remain well
within the margins of safety. On each successive
dip, the rebounds became shallower. More than
two hours later Firefly had completely orbited
the earth and was nearing its original entry point.



"That's as far as we can skim," Tom
told Bud. "On our next dip we'll have to go for
broke!"



Meanwhile, ground control had been
tracking the craft's progress. Mr. Swift's voice
came over the radio. "You'll be entering at a
much steeper angle than planned, son, and you
can't count on lengthening your final guide path
more than twenty per cent. It'll be touch and go
whether you can make it to Fearing."



"Keep your fingers crossed, Dad. If we
get down okay, we can always aim for an open
field."



The Firefly plunged on its final descent.
The boys' eyes never left the instrument
console. The temperature readings rose steadily,
then leveled off as the ammeters showed a full
output of electricity. Apparently the cells were
now functioning normally!



The view-slot area of the wing reddened
to a fiery glow and gradually burned away.
Below, like a misty blue tapestry, the boys could
see the vast sweep of the Pacific with the coast
of the continent of North America looming
ahead.



The Firefly sped eastward. Again Tom
activated the wing controls and uptilted the nose
to maintain their glide angle as long as possible.
Soon they were passing over the ridged spine of
the Rockies. But the ship was losing altitude
faster and faster now. The radar altimeter needle
dipped near the twelve-mile mark.



Bud glanced at Tom. The young
inventor's jaw was set as he scanned the terrain
sweeping past far below them. How long could
the Firefly stay aloft, Bud wondered, before—
Suddenly the ship buffeted and shot
ahead with a tremendous burst of speed.



"We've hit the jet stream!"



Tom nodded. "Right, Bud. It's what
I've been counting on to carry us across the
continent."



As the Great Lakes appeared on their left,
Tom began to bank with the wing tips, and left-ruddered by curving the flared ends of the tail
booms. Bit by bit the Firefly's course veered
north. Presently they could make out the misty
contours of the Atlantic coast.



"We're going to make it!" Bud gritted.



Tom's lips cracked in a smile. "Just
pray we can keep enough lift on the wing to get
us home!"



Air Traffic Control had cleared an
emergency flight route. Also, Tom prepared to
trigger the Durathermor's crash-landing gear if
necessary. Fearing was now coming into view,
dead ahead.



As their descent steepened, Tom
jockeyed the controls so as to zero in on the
island's airfield. The wing tips and nose curved
sharply upward, braking their speed abruptly.
Both boys braced themselves for the shock of
landing.



With a jolting crunch, the Firefly
slammed down and skidded along the
runway—cushioned by the foam plastic of the
Duratherm Wing!



The boys sat stunned and breathless.
Then bedlam broke loose as a horde of
newsmen and spectators came rushing out on
the field.



Tom and Bud emerged from under the
Durathermor to face a battery of TV cameras.
Microphones were thrust in their faces as
reporters plied them with questions and
congratulations.



"Thanks! We both appreciate your
enthusiasm," Tom said modestly. "I think
we've proved my Duratherm Wing is a practical
method of spacecraft reentry—but the test
wasn't a complete success by any means. The
thermoelectric conversion system definitely
needs improvement to prevent the kind of
trouble we encountered."



Harlan Ames had flown to the rocket
base that morning to handle security
arrangements for the press. He accompanied
Mr. Swift and the boys on the flight back to
Enterprises. Upon landing, he asked Tom to
stop in his office.



"What's on your mind, Harlan?"



"I didn't want to worry your Dad
needlessly, Tom, but are you sure there was no
sabotage involved in what happened during the
test?"



Tom frowned in surprise, then shook his
head. "Pretty unlikely, in my opinion. I can't be
positive, of course, till we run a complete check
on the wing. What gave you that idea?"



Ames shrugged and paced the floor.
"Your Durathermor was ground-tested pretty
thoroughly. And we know at least one
person—Henshaw Teek—was eager to see it
fail. I still think the sabotage angle should be
checked out."



"Okay. Maybe I'll do some checking
myself."



"How do you mean?" Ames asked.



"I'm planning to call on an astronomer,
Dr. Volenti, at Grandyke University tomorrow.
On the way I'll stop off at Thor Astronautics
and talk to Teek. It shouldn't take much
detective work to tell if he's really out for
trouble."



The telephone rang. Ames answered and
turned to Tom. "Special-delivery letter for you
at the gate, skipper. Want it brought over here?"



Tom nodded. A plant messenger soon
arrived with the letter. Tom glanced at the
envelope, which bore no return address, and
ripped it open. He blinked and started in
surprise as several flies came buzzing out.



"Good grief! What is this—a joke?"



Ames ducked as a fly swooped toward
his face. "Anything else in the envelope?"



Tom looked to make sure. "No. It's
empty."



The insects were spiraling closely around
Tom and Ames. Tom started to brush one away
when Ames suddenly yelled, "Look out,
skipper! Don't let one of those things bite
you!"



Tom's face paled as he realized the
danger. Ames grabbed a sheaf of papers from
his desk and Tom snatched up a technical
journal. They swatted wildly at the deadly
winged attackers. Step by step, the two backed
toward the door, then darted out and slammed it.


[image: They swatted wildly at the deadly winged attackers]

Ames's face was beaded with
perspiration. "Get some insect spray!" he
shouted to a security guard. Then he picked up
the phone and called Doc Simpson, the young
plant medic.



Ten minutes later the dead insects lay
clustered on a table. Doc Simpson picked one
up with tweezers. "They're black horseflies,"
he remarked. "They can bite the daylights out of
you, but they're not ordinarily dangerous."



"If my hunch is right," Ames growled,
"these are plenty dangerous."



"Well, we'll soon find out," Doc said.
Tom and Ames accompanied him to the
Enterprises infirmary, where a lab slide was
smeared with the insects' blood. Doc
Simpson's face was grave when he looked up
from his microscope.



"These flies were infected with the
bacillus pestis—bubonic plague germs. If either
one of you had been bitten, you'd be dead in
days." As Tom gave a whistle of dismay, Doc
added, "The usual carriers are rats and fleas.
Someone went to a lot of trouble to infect these
flies."



Ames's assistant, Phil Radnor, came into
the laboratory. "Not much in the way of clues
from the gatekeeper," he reported. "The letter
wasn't delivered in a mail truck—just a plain
black sedan. The postmark was faked, of
course."



"What about the driver?" Ames asked.



"The gate was busy and the guard barely
noticed him. He has a vague impression the guy
looked like a prize fighter—maybe a broken
nose."



Ames scowled worriedly. "Tom, this
may or may not back up my hunch about
sabotage, but it's a cinch someone's out to get
you!"



"Okay, Harlan, I'll be extra careful. And
I'm definitely going to see Henshaw Teek
tomorrow."



Next day Tom left the plant in his sleek
silver sports car. Instead of driving straight to
Grandyke, he detoured onto the road leading to
Banbury, where Thor Astronautics was located.



As Tom neared the huge aerospace firm,
he was startled to see a burst of dirt and debris
geyser high into the air from a corner of the
plant grounds. A split second later came the
tremendous bo-oo-om of an explosion!







6. MYSTERIOUS PETRONIUS




PUZZLED and alarmed, Tom speeded
up and a few moments later parked outside the
entrance to the Thor Astronautics plant.
Employees were running across the plant
grounds and a throng had already collected at
the scene of the explosion.



An alarm bell was still ringing loudly as
Tom walked into the lobby of the main building.
He gave his name to the attractive but harried-looking young woman at the reception desk.



"I came to see Mr. Teek," Tom
explained. "But after what just happened, I'll
quite understand if he can't spare any time to
talk to me."



The famous name of Tom Swift Jr. made
an instant impression on the receptionist,
particularly because she had seen his televised
space exploit the day before. "N-n-no. Please
sit down," she urged. "I'm sure Mr. Teek will
be glad to see you, if you can wait until things
calm down here."



"Was anyone hurt in the explosion?"
Tom asked.



"I don't know for sure, but from the
first reports apparently not."



Tom took a chair and listened to the
excited remarks of the people passing through
the lobby. He learned that there had been no
injuries and that the damage to plant facilities
was slight, since the explosion had occurred on a
fairly open stretch of ground.



Gradually the excitement waned and
normal routine was restored. A few minutes later
Tom was summoned to the company president's
office.



Henshaw Teek was pacing the floor, his
face purplish red with rage. He was a paunchy,
big-shouldered man with the look of an athlete
who has gone fat. He glared at Tom.



"Come to see the damage, did you?" he
burst out angrily.



"I'm not sure what you mean by that,
Mr. Teek," the young inventor replied coolly.
"It happens I did see the explosion as I was
driving up to the plant. Have you any idea what
caused it?"



"You bet we do!" Teek rasped. "A
bomb tossed over the fence—probably from a
passing car."



Teek snatched a paper off his desk and
jabbed it at Tom. "Take a look at that. It came in
the mail this morning."



The paper bore a hand-printed message
in ink:





YOU'RE ASKING FOR TROUBLE,
TEEK, AND YOU'RE GOING TO GET
IT. THIS IS A WARNING!





There was no signature.



Tom read the note and said, "You're
assuming this was a threat by the same person
or persons who threw the bomb?"



"Naturally—and the motive was
revenge. I can name one person right off who
might have such a motive!"



"Meaning me, I take it." Tom controlled
his temper with an effort. "Well, you're wrong.
Bombs are out of our line at Swift Enterprises,
Mr. Teek, and I haven't the slightest desire to
take revenge on you."



"Oh, no?" Teek sneered. "I suppose
that newspaper interview last week didn't get
under your skin!"



"Let's say I made allowances,
considering the source," Tom retorted. "Since
you've raised the subject, what was your own
motive in giving out such an interview?"



"It happens I didn't. I was speaking off
the record and not for public quotation. I made
that very clear at the time. But some knucklehead
reporter went right ahead and put my remarks in
print. Tough luck, Swift, but don't expect me to
lose any sleep over it."



"That's the last thing I'd expect," Tom
said, his steel-blue eyes blazing.



Teek snorted. "Judging by your near-disaster yesterday, my remarks were right on
target. That Duratherm Wing of yours is strictly
for the birds—not for astronauts!"



Evidently stung by the newspaper
acclaim given Tom Swift's latest invention, Teek
poured out a stream of scoffing comments,
gradually working himself up to an abusive
tirade. His voice grew louder and louder. Tom
listened for a while, waiting to get a word in, then
turned on his heel to leave the office.



"Hold on there, Swift!" the burly
aerospace executive roared. "I'm calling in the
FBI on this bombing! They may want to talk to
you!"



"If they do, they'll know where to reach
me," Tom said curtly and walked out.



He left the plant and drove off, his pulse
still throbbing with anger. "No sense getting
steamed up over what that creep says," Tom
reminded himself. By the time he reached
Grandyke University, the young inventor had
calmed down.



Tom had telephoned ahead for a
luncheon date at twelve-thirty with Dr. Volenti.
The two met and went to a restaurant near the
university campus.



Volenti was a tall, dark-haired man,
middle-aged but with a keen, youthful face. He
had already read Mr. Swift's article about
planetoid bases as stepping stones to outer space
and was as enthusiastic as the Swifts about the
project.



"These tiny, minor planets have received
far too little attention," Volenti declared. "Your
project could be most important—not only to
astronomy and space exploration, but in other
areas of science as well. And your plan for
orbiting a crew of astronauts about the solar
system on a planetoid fires the imagination!"



"Dad and I were wondering," Tom said,
"if you could predict a close-approach planetoid
that might be suitable for our experiment."



"Hmm! There are several possibilities.
The choice, of course, would depend on your
preferred rendezvous time." Volenti frowned
thoughtfully as he sipped his coffee. "As a
matter of fact, there was a very small one that
was approaching extremely close to the earth
just recently. A rather odd case..."



Tom's interest was aroused. "What was
odd about it, Dr. Volenti?"



"It seemed to be moving eccentrically
off its normal orbital path. Then I lost sight of it
completely and haven't been able to locate it
since."



"You mean it just disappeared from the
sky?" Tom asked in amazement.



Volenti shrugged. "I simply don't
know. Of course this particular planetoid,
Petronius, was only about one kilometer in
diameter—scarcely more than half a mile
wide—which is about as small as we can detect.
That may be part of the reason why I've been
unable to sight it again."



Tom was puzzled and intrigued by the
planetoid mystery. "Perhaps you could find it
with our megascope space prober at
Enterprises," he suggested. "Dad and I would
enjoy having you come over, if you could spare
the time."



Volenti's eyes lit up at the invitation.
"Nothing would please me more, Tom!"



After dropping Dr. Volenti at the
university, Tom headed back to Shopton. On the
way, he continued to mull over the strange
mystery of the vanished planetoid. As Dr.
Volenti had said, the small size of Petronius
would make it an object of low visibility—hard
to pick out on a photographic plate. On the other
hand, why had it been moving oddly even before
it disappeared?



Tom's thoughts came back to earth
abruptly as he glanced at his rear-view mirror. A
highway patrolman on a motorcycle was bearing
down at top speed on the silver sports car.



"Wonder what's up," Tom thought. "I
haven't noticed any speed demons go past."



In a few moments the motorcycle officer,
a state trooper in a white helmet, drew abreast.
To Tom's surprise, the policeman waved him off
the road.



Tom slowed and pulled over. The trooper
stopped his motorcycle in front of the sports car
and walked back to speak to the young inventor.



"You're Tom Swift Jr.?"



"That's right."



"State Police Headquarters has obtained
a warrant to search this car," the trooper went
on. "I don't have a copy of the warrant with me,
but have you any objection if I take a look right
here and now?"



Tom was thunderstruck. "Of course not.
Look as much as you please. But what's this all
about?"



The officer ignored Tom's question and
asked for the trunk key. Then he strode to the
rear of the car and opened the lid. A moment
later he slammed it shut and returned to Tom.



The officer's face was grim. "I'm taking
you in," he said, "as a material witness in
connection with the raid on the government
space base at Point Sparta!"







7. INCRIMINATING EVIDENCE




TOM could scarcely believe his ears.
"On what grounds are you holding me?" he
asked.



"You'd better find out from my superior
officer," the trooper said, somewhat
uncomfortably. "My job is just to bring you
in."



The motorcycle patrolman escorted Tom
to the State Police Post near Shopton. The
young inventor was relieved to learn that Captain
Rock, an old friend of the Swifts, was on duty.



Tom was told to wait in the outer office,
under the eye of a desk sergeant, while the
arresting officer made his report. Presently
Captain Rock emerged, looking troubled as he
gave the young inventor a firm handshake.



"Come into my office, Tom, and let's
see if we can get to the bottom of this."



Taking a chair, Tom asked, "What
started this whole business?"



"An anonymous telephone tip to State
Police Headquarters."



"Accusing me of having something to
do with the Point Sparta raid?"



"More than that. The tipster claimed
there was evidence in your car definitely linking
you to the raid. The call might have been
laughed off, but the tipster said that he was
giving the story to the newspapers. So it had to
be checked out."



"I still don't know what the evidence
is," Tom said. "Or even if the trooper found
any."



"He found some. He's bringing it in
now."



The policeman returned in a moment and
laid two articles on Rock's desk. Tom gasped in
surprise. One of the items was a black uniform
with a globe and lightning bolt on the chest!



Rock held it up. "Ever see this before?"



"It's the type of uniform the raiders
wore," Tom said tensely. "But I certainly didn't
put that in my car trunk."



The other article was a mimeographed
pamphlet. It bore the same symbol and was
entitled Program for World-Space Conquest!
Tom was flabbergasted.



"You have no idea how these things got
into the trunk?" Rock asked.



"Sure. They were probably planted
sometime while my car was parked." Tom told
of his visits to Henshaw Teek and Dr. Volenti.



Rock nodded. "That figures. It's not
hard to get keys to fit most any car these days."
The State Police captain frowned worriedly.



"Then you believe I'm innocent?" Tom
asked.



"Of course I do! But this evidence puts
you in a mighty awkward position, Tom."



Rock drummed his fingers on the desk,
then shrugged helplessly. "Well, the raid was a
federal offense, so what I think doesn't matter.
This is a case for the FBI. Meantime, I'm going
to release you on your own recognizance."



Tom drove on to Enterprises. He found
his father conferring with Ames. They had been
told of the warrant by State Police Headquarters,
and Captain Rock had also called.



"What about the FBI?" Tom asked.



"We were just talking on the phone to
Wes Norris before you came in," his father
replied. "He assured us the federal authorities
don't take the slightest stock in the idea of you
being mixed up with the Point Sparta raiders."



Ames scowled. "It's the newspapers
we'll have to worry about."



"The news agencies started phoning an
hour ago," Mr. Swift added. "Apparently the
same person who tipped off the State Police
called them. We've issued a complete denial, of
course."



"Not that it'll do much good," Ames
said bitterly. "The story will be splashed all over
in big headlines. Even with your world-famous
reputation, Tom, a smear like this can hurt."



"The thing that puzzles me," Tom
mused, "is what anyone could hope to gain
from all this. Granted it may hurt me a bit, and
Dad too—but so what?"



"Any kind of smear would please a
competitor like Teek," Ames pointed out.



"Maybe," Tom conceded, "but how
could Teek fake an exact copy of a raider's
uniform?"



Ames's remark reminded Tom of the
bombing incident at Thor Astronautics. Ames
promised to look into the matter. Tom also told
his father that Dr. Volenti had accepted their
invitation to visit Enterprises.



Ames's prediction of ugly headlines was
borne out by the afternoon papers, although the
local Shopton Evening Bulletin ran a front-page
editorial by Dan Perkins angrily blasting "the
silly charges against Tom Swift Jr."



TV newscasters also reported the story.
They stated that the contents of the pamphlet
were not yet known, and that it had been turned
over to the FBI and the Central Intelligence
Agency.



The next morning Bud came into Tom's
laboratory to talk about the storm of publicity.
But he soon became more interested in watching
Tom work. The young inventor was intent on
analyzing one of the Durathermor heat cells in a
Swift mass spectrometer.



"Have you found out what went wrong
during the reentry test?" he asked.



Tom looked up with a frown. "The
trouble was definitely in the heat cells. I think it
was because the cells became contaminated with
Durabuoy from the wing."



Bud scratched his head. "Not sure I
follow you, genius boy."



"Well, when the Durabuoy foam gushes
into the sheath, some of the stuff seeps through
the pores of the fabric. Then it burns away
during the hottest stages of reentry."



"That's bad?"



"Yes. The particles of burnt-up
Durabuoy mingle with the outside plasma, and
tiny traces of it get into the heat cells. Those
traces may be just enough to keep the cells from
working efficiently at peak temperatures."



"How can you find out for sure?" Bud
asked.



"With this MHD accelerator, I
hope—MHD for magnetohydrodynamic." Tom
walked over to a row of apparatus. "This
generates a flow of hot plasma—like the plasma
we encounter on reentry. At least it's as close to
the real thing as we can simulate  here in the
lab."



"Okay, I'm listening," Bud said with a
grin. "Clue me in on how it works."



"Well, air is pumped through this arc
heater, where it heats up almost to plasma
temperature. Then it goes through this chamber,
where it's 'seeded' with particles of cesium."



"Great. What does that mean?"



"The cesium ionizes quickly and
changes into a true plasma, by having electrons
jarred loose from its atoms. And this, in turn,
helps to ionize the air and turn it into a plasma as
it flows through the MHD accelerator." Tom
pointed to a tubular chamber made of the same
tremendously strong glass used in his deep-sea
aquarium. It was wound with Dewar-jacketed
coils and enclosed in a C-magnet.



"What happens there?" Bud asked.



"Those coils are superconducting, and
so are the C-magnet's coils. One pumps energy
into the seeded hot air to change it into a plasma.
The other sets up a containment field to confine
the plasma. The plasma jets into this exhaust
stack."



Bud nodded a bit doubtfully. "Okay. I
guess I have the picture. Proceed, maestro!"



Tom pointed out a cluster of heat cells
which had been inserted into the MHD
accelerator through a special mounting. They
had wires to carry off the electricity which they
generated.



"First we'll run the same kind of test I
made when I designed the Durathermor."



After providing himself and Bud with
goggles, Tom switched on the equipment.
Presently the transparent glass accelerator
chamber became filled with a stringy, glowing
blob of dazzling bright plasma. Tom checked the
output ammeters.



"Okay, the cells are working perfectly."



"Now what?" Bud asked.



"I'll seed the plasma with some particles
of Durabuoy." Tom did so by inserting several
pinches of crumbled-up foam plastic into a tank
above the seeding chamber. The ammeter
needles dropped sharply!



"No doubt about it," Tom said with
gloomy satisfaction. "That proves what happens
when the Durabuoy contaminates the cells."



"Any way to fix it, Tom?"



"Yes. I believe that by changing the
'dope' used in growing the cell crystals, I
can—"



There was a sudden hiss as a jet of frosty
vapor spurted from the Dewar-jacketed coils.
Tom cried, "Hit the deck and cover your ears!"



Both boys flung themselves face down
on the floor. A bluish-white electrical corona
arced around the magnet coils. Then came a
sharp crack and a whistling roar as a fiery
tongue of plasma shot across the room! An
earsplitting clap of thunder shook the
laboratory!
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Tom and Bud lay stunned by the searing
concussion wave. Then both got slowly to their
feet.



"Wow! What hit us?" Bud asked
hoarsely.



"That frosty jet was a coolant leak. It
made the magnetic fields collapse."



Tom looked over the damage. The glass
accelerator chamber had cracked, allowing the
plasma to leak out like a bolt of lightning. Every
window had shattered from the resulting
thunderclap. Test tubes and other glassware
were also broken.



By this time, startled employees were
bursting into the room to see what had
happened. Tom reassured them that he and Bud
were all right. Then he examined the equipment.



"How come that tiny coolant leak caused
such a blowup?" Bud asked.



"The coils are superconductive only at
terrifically low temperatures. Once they lost their
cool, the containment field collapsed and a huge
surge of energy was dumped into the plasma."



"More than the accelerator could hold,
eh?"



"And how!" Tom pointed to some tiny
holes speckling the wall of the laboratory.
"Look at those. The heat cells and some of the
magnet housing disintegrated and peppered the
walls."



"Whew!" Bud shuddered. "If we'd
been standing up when the accelerator blew,
we'd be looking like sieves right now!"



"That's what you get, working for
Enterprises. We aim to keep life exciting around
here."



A crew of workmen quickly repaired the
damage. By the end of the day, Tom was able to
test a new batch of heat-cell crystals made with a
different "dope." These worked perfectly in the
plasma and delivered a full output of electricity
even when contaminated by traces of Durabuoy.



Thursday morning Dr. Volenti arrived.
Tom met the astronomer at the bus station and
drove him to Enterprises, where he was to stay in
one of the guest apartments used for scientist
visitors. Afterward, the Swifts chatted with Dr.
Volenti in their office.



The three discussed some of the
technical aspects of the upcoming planetoid
project—the need for artificial gravity, the food
and air supply requirements, and a possible
nuclear propulsion system for altering the
course of the planetoid in case of emergency.



"By the way," Mr. Swift remarked,
"I've sighted an approaching planetoid which
may be suitable for our project. If you'd care to
come up to the observatory, I'll show it to you
on the space prober."



"By all means," Dr. Volenti replied.



As the three were leaving the office, Miss
Trent, the Swifts' secretary, told Tom there was
a telephone call for him. "Mr. Ian Caswell, the
president of Eldorado Airways," she added.



Tom was surprised. Eldorado was one of
the biggest airlines in the country, with coast-to-coast routes. "You two go ahead, Dad," he said.
"I'll be up as soon as I take this call."



Tom went back to the office and picked
up his telephone. Caswell wasted no words.



"We have an important business
proposition to make you," he said. "We'd like
you to come to New York as soon as possible
and talk it over."







8. SPACE PUZZLE




TOM was interested, but reluctant to
become involved in anything which might draw
him away from the planetoid project.



"I'm rather tied up, Mr. Caswell," he
said. "Dad and I are starting a new project. How
long would it take to discuss your proposition?"



"Not long. I should think we could
handle it in an hour or two."



Tom hesitated, then said, "All right. How
about one o'clock this afternoon?"



Caswell chuckled. "Excellent! You
Swifts certainly don't let any grass grow under
your feet. Matter of fact, we're having a board
meeting this morning. Why not make it twelve
noon and be our luncheon guest?"



Tom agreed. After hanging up, he
notified his father, then called the hangar and
ordered a Whirling Duck to be readied for take-off.



By eleven o'clock Tom was jetting
toward New York. He landed at La Guardia
Airport and took a taxi to the Eldorado Building
in midtown Manhattan. Caswell greeted him
heartily and took him up to the company's
executive dining room in the skyscraper
penthouse.



The airline president proved to be a very
genial host. He introduced Tom to the various
company officials and kept the conversation
lively and interesting throughout lunch. Not until
after the meal, when the group went down to a
conference room, did Caswell explain his
proposition.



"Safety has always been a key motto
with Eldorado Airways," he began. "We mean
to make it even more so—to convince the public
they can fly our routes in total safety at all times.
That's why we're interested in the emergency
crash-landing feature of your Duratherm
Wing."



Tom was amazed, since this feature had
not been used in his reentry test and had
received little publicity. "You mean you're
interested in installing it on your planes?"



Caswell nodded. "Very much so. We
understand it can be adapted for aircraft at a
reasonable price."



"That's right, sir. It's not in production
yet, but the price per unit would be very low."



"Exactly how does it work?" one of the
board members asked.



Tom explained that for aircraft use, the
device would be mounted in a small pod under
the nose of the plane. Using the easel chart in
the conference room, he sketched out its
operation.



"The pilot would trigger the device as
soon as he knew that the plane was about to
crash," Tom said. "This would fire a braking
rocket to slow the craft's fall.



"The same blast would eject a fabric
sheath with a forward, slightly whirling motion.
Part of the rocket's exhaust would be used to
balloon out the sheath. Then plastic foam—the
same lighter-than-air Durabuoy used in my
Duratherm Wing—would gush out and solidify
inside the sheath."



Tom illustrated the result on the chart
pad—a huge, mushroom-shaped Durabuoy
crash shield forward of the plane's nose.



"With its lighter-than-air buoyancy, this
would act as both a balloon and a parachute and
further help to slow the plane's fall," he went
on. "At the actual moment of crash, the cellular
structure of the foam mushroom would shatter
and absorb most of the shock."



"You've actually tested this?" the
company's chief engineer asked.



"Three times, with radio-controlled
drone planes," Tom replied. "In each case, the
fuselage was only slightly damaged, and the
dummy occupants showed no signs of injury.
Our studies indicated that live occupants would
have walked away from all three crashes."



Other men asked questions. Then
Caswell said, "I think we've heard all we need
to know. Are we agreed that Tom Swift's device
is worth installing on our aircraft?"



There was a chorus of assent.



Tom was puzzled as to why the airline
would accept his device so quickly without
making tests and studies of its own. He soon
discovered why when Caswell and his sales
manager began talking of a splashy campaign to
advertise the new safety feature. Evidently
Eldorado Airlines was mainly interested in a new
advertising gimmick to boost ticket sales.



Their attitude annoyed Tom. But he was
glad to have the airline adopt his emergency
crash-landing invention, and was sure that
sooner or later the device would prove its value.



"How soon can you give us a price
schedule and a delivery date?" Caswell asked.



"The manager of our construction
company will send you that information in a few
days," Tom promised. "Meantime, we have
three units on hand that you're welcome to
install right away."



Caswell slapped the conference table.
"You're the kind of fellow I like to do business
with, Tom! We'll take you up on that offer."



Tom was well pleased as he flew back to
Enterprises. After landing, he hurried to the
Swifts' office to inform his father of the
Eldorado deal. Miss Trent told him that Mr.
Swift and Dr. Volenti were still in the
observatory dome.



"Your father just phoned that he'd like
you to go up there as soon as you got back,"
she added.



In the dome Tom found the two
scientists standing at the console of his space
prober. Its huge, latticework antenna protruded
skyward through the open slit of the dome. Both
Mr. Swift and Dr. Volenti looked excited.



"What's up?" Tom asked.



"Your father has made a most
astounding discovery!" the astronomer
announced. He pointed to the prober viewing
screen.



Tom's eyes widened in excitement as he
came closer. The screen showed an image of a
small rocky body orbiting through space. "A
new planetoid! Is this the one you've been
observing, Dad?"



"No. This is another one. I spotted it
quite by accident," Mr. Swift explained, "when
I was training the antenna just after we came up
to the observatory this morning. From its size,
and other rough observation data, Dr. Volenti is
convinced that this is Petronius."



"Petronius! The one that vanished?"



Volenti nodded. "It appears to have been
captured by terrestrial gravity and has now
settled into orbit about the earth."



Tom was astounded. "You mean it was
pulled way off its normal course?"



"Exactly. Which leaves us with a bigger
mystery than ever."



"The discovery was also made by the
government's Space Detection and Tracking
System," said Mr. Swift. "When I called to
check with them, I found out they'd picked it up
forty-eight hours ago but hadn't been able to
identify the object."



The Swifts and Dr. Volenti discussed
what might have caused the shift. All three were
puzzled by the mystifying development.



"Dad, do you suppose our space friends
could have moved Petronius into orbit?" Tom
suggested.



"That's an idea, son—at least it's the
best answer so far. We'd better contact them
and find out."



The Swifts' first contact with the
unknown space beings had occurred months
before when a black missile, etched with strange
mathematical symbols, had hurtled to a pinpoint
landing at Enterprises from outer space. The
Swifts had decoded the symbols and later had
established radio communication with the
senders.



Tom had finally devised an electronic
computer to process the messages automatically.
The code symbols were traced out by the
moving line of light on an oscilloscope screen.



The young inventor hurried to
Enterprises' space communications center with
his father and Dr. Volenti. Bud Barclay joined
them on the way. He, too, was excited by the
news.



"Wow! Sounds as if someone's playing
football up in the planetoid stadium!" he
exclaimed.



"And booted a field goal against earth,
you mean?" Tom chuckled. "Boy, with that
kind of game going on, space travel could get
dangerous!"



He warmed up the powerful space
transmitter and tapped out a questioning
message on the keyboard of the coder brain.
Minutes passed before the alarm bell signaled
that a reply was being picked up over the radio
telescope. Weird symbols glowed on the
oscilloscope screen as the incoming message
was printed out on tape:





PLANETOID MOVED BY EARTH FORCE.





'Earth force'?" Bud queried. "What
does that mean—the tug of our gravity field?"



Mr. Swift and Tom exchanged puzzled
looks.



"The term could refer to earth's
gravity," the elder scientist said slowly.



"It could even mean terrestrial
magnetism—that's an 'earth force,' " Tom
added.



Volenti frowned and shook his head
doubtfully. "I must say, neither one seems to
me sufficient to pull the planetoid so far off
course."



"Could the message mean," Tom asked,
"that some human agency on earth caused the
shift?"



"Let's question our space friends
again," his father suggested.



Tom beamed another message. The reply
was exactly the same! Baffled, the Swifts gave
up the problem for the time being.



Tom told his news about Eldorado's
decision to equip its airliners with his emergency
crash-landing device.



Mr. Swift was as pleased as his son.
"I'll have Hank Sterling fly the three ready
units to New York first thing in the morning,"
he said. "And Ned can start working out a cost-and-production schedule."



"Uncle Ned" Newton was Tom Sr.'s
long-time friend and comrade-in-arms through
many thrilling adventures. He now managed the
Swift Construction Company in Shopton, which
manufactured the Swifts' numerous inventions.



That evening at home Tom was watching
a TV program when the telephone rang. The
caller was Chow Winkler.



"Tom, can you lend me a hand?" the
cook asked.



"Sure thing, pardner. What's going
on?"



"Somethin' mighty funny. A crook's
trailin' me on account of an important minin'
deal!"



"A mining deal?" Tom echoed.
"What's this all about, Chow?"



"Can't explain now, boss. I'm jest
makin' this call from a phone booth an' the
hombre's probably watchin' me. Here's my
plan. I'll lead him past the west side o'
Downtown Park in about fifteen minutes. You
be waitin' there an' nab him as he goes past!"
Chow hung up.



Tom dashed outside to his sports car,
and headed for the downtown area of Shopton.
There he found an empty place at the curb a
block from his destination and walked the rest of
the way to the park.



Street lights were glowing here and there,
but Tom found a dark spot in which to wait
under some trees at the edge of the park.
Presently he heard the unmistakable thunkety-thunk of Chow's high-heeled cowboy boots
clumping along the pavement.



A moment later the plump Texan came
into view. He passed without glancing at Tom.
Twenty yards behind him was a tall, craggy-faced man with a thick mop of wavy, light-blond
hair.



Tom shrank deeper into the shadows and
waited until the man was close at hand. Then he
stepped out suddenly and blocked the way.
"Hold it, mister! What's the big idea of
following—"



The man interrupted with a snarl and
swung his fist hard at Tom's jaw!







9. THE SAPPHIRE SAMPLE




TOM ducked the blow. As the clenched
fist shot past his face, he grabbed his assailant's
sleeve and hurled the man head over heels
through the air!



He landed flat on his back with a jarring
thud, but scrambled to his feet instantly. Tom
braced himself, fists cocked, to beat off a fresh
attack. Instead, the man dived low, yanked
Tom's ankle, and brought him down!



The stranger lunged again, intending to
finish Tom off before the young inventor could
get up from the pavement. But Tom's foot
slammed into the man's chest and sent him
reeling backward.



Chow, hearing the sounds of the scuffle,
rushed back to take a hand. He collided full tilt
with his shadower. The back of the man's head
banged against Chow's jaw, stunning the cook
momentarily. Before he could recover, Chow
was punched hard in the stomach. The stout
cowpoke gave a bellow of pain but lashed out
with both fists.



Meanwhile, Tom had risen to his feet and
rushed to join in the fray. Seeing him, the
stranger flung Chow around toward Tom, then
darted off across the park grounds.



It was a moment before Tom and Chow
could disentangle themselves. "B-b-brand my
boot heels, he's gettin' away!" the cook
spluttered.



"After him!" Tom cried.



They plunged in pursuit. But the park
was dotted with clumps of trees and shrubbery,
and the fugitive soon was lost to sight in the
darkness. The two searched frantically,
zigzagging among the trees and combing the
bushes. Finally they gave up.



"Of all the dratted luck!" Chow
stormed. "Mebbe we ought t' call the police."



Tom shook his head wearily. "Not much
use, I'm afraid. After all, the guy hasn't
committed any crime, aside from taking a sock at
me for trying to stop him from following you."



Chow gave a cluck of annoyance as he
examined his Western-style jacket. "Look
there! The low-down sidewinder even tore my
pocket. Brand-new coat, too!"



Tom gave the plump cowpoke a friendly
pat on the back. "Come on, pardner. I'll drive
you home."



As they started off in the sports car, the
young inventor said, "How about cluing me in
on this mining deal you spoke of?"



"Well, the whole thing started with a
letter that come in the mail yestiddy." Chow
reached inside his coat. "I got it right here. You
kin read it if you like."



Tom pulled over to the curb and glanced
at the letter.





Dear Chow,




You don't know me, but an old desert-rat prospector pal of yours out in Texas
suggested I get in touch with you. I have a
red-hot mining proposition that I'd like to
talk to you about. It could be worth
millions! If you're interested, meet me at
the Ship's Lantern Restaurant at nine
o'clock Thursday evening.




                Yours truly




                    Frank Kolp





"Hmm! Who is this old pal of yours
that he mentions?" Tom asked.



Chow shoved back his ten-gallon hat.
"Brand my chuck wagon, I plumb fergot to ask
him!"



Privately Tom thought that the "red-hot
mining proposition" sounded like a confidence-game swindle. "I—er—hope you haven't
invested any money in this deal yet," he said
cautiously.



"No, not yet. But it sure sounds like a
terrific opportunity, boss. This hombre Kolp has
found a sapphire deposit that's rich enough to
buy out half o' Texas!"



"A sapphire deposit!" Tom echoed.
"You mean out West somewhere?"



"He wouldn't tell me where he made his
strike till I decided if I wanted to go in on the
deal with him," Chow replied. "But I'm
interested, all right! Jest you wait'll you see the
sample he gave me t' have tested! It's a hunk o'
raw sapphire big enough to plug a gopher
hole!"



Chow groped in his pocket for the stone.
Suddenly he gulped in dismay.



"What's the matter?" Tom asked.



"It's gone! Great balls o' fire! It must
'a' fell out when that sidewinder tore my
pocket!"



Tom flicked on his car ignition and
gunned the engine. "Take it easy, old-timer! If
you dropped the sapphire during the tussle, we
can probably find it!"



He swung the sports car around in a fast
U-turn and sped back to the downtown area. As
they approached the park, Chow gave a startled
yelp. "Hey! There's that hombre again! The
one what was tailin' me!"



The blond, craggy-faced man was bent
over the grass bordering the sidewalk. He was
clutching a flashlight and seemed to have picked
up something. As Tom's headlights pinned him,
the stranger jerked upright with a startled look.



Tom slammed on the brakes and jumped
out of the car. Chow leaped from the other side
and together they dashed toward their quarry.



The man sprinted to a motorcycle parked
under a nearby tree. He emptied his hands into
his pockets, leapfrogged aboard, and kicked the
engine to life. With a vroom the machine shot
off across the darkened park grounds.
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Chow flung his ten-gallon hat to the
ground in a rage, but Tom yelled, "Come on!
Maybe we can still cut him off!"



They raced back to the car and started
driving around the park. The stranger had made
good his escape, however, and the sound of his
motorcycle had faded into the noises of the night
traffic.



Tom immediately notified the police over
his car's special radio transceiver. He also
contacted Harlan Ames and asked the security
chief to join them at headquarters.



When Tom reached the spot where they
had sighted the craggy-faced man searching the
grass, he stopped. Taking a flashlight from the
glove compartment, he and Chow combed the
ground where the tussle had taken place. They
failed to find the lost sapphire.



"It's possible the stone dropped out of
your pocket when we were chasing him," Tom
said, without much conviction.



Chow shook his head gloomily. "Nope,
I don't think so, Tom. The way my pocket's
tore, the stone would 'a' fallen out right
away—an' we both seen that hombre pick
somethin' up."



"I'm afraid you're right," Tom agreed.
"He probably has the sapphire. Well, let's go!"



A short time later they talked over the
incident with Ames and a detective sergeant who
was on night duty at Shopton Police
Headquarters.



"When did you first spot this character
following you?" the officer asked Chow.



"Right after I left the restaurant."



"You think he knew you were carrying
the sapphire?" Ames put in.



Chow shrugged. "I reckon so. Why else
would he be trailin' me? Mebbe he even seen
Kolp give me the sapphire in the restaurant."



"What about this fellow Kolp?" the
sergeant inquired. "Do you know anything
about him—where he lives?"



"Nope. He just wrote me that letter an' I
met him at the Ship's Lantern like he asked."
Chow described Frank Kolp as a thin, dark man
in his late thirties. "Seemed like he had some
kind o' foreign accent but I ain't sure. Anyhow,
I'll be seein' him again tomorrow night."



"You made a date to meet him?" Tom
asked.



"Sure. Same time an' place as tonight.
He said once I was satisfied the sapphire was
real, then he'd spell out his proposition fer me."



Tom and Ames exchanged frowning
glances.



The young inventor said, "A stone that
size would be worth a fortune, if it's real."



Ames snorted. "If it's real. I'd say that's
a mighty big if."



"He knows Chow works at
Enterprises—the letter was sent there," Tom
said. "With all our lab facilities, he could hardly
hope to pass off a fake."



"Not if the stone was examined and
tested," Ames agreed. "But maybe he knew all
along that the stone was never going to be
tested."



"How in tarnation would he know
that?" Chow objected.



"One way would be to have it stolen
right after he gave it to you."



Chow's jaw dropped. "Wal, stuff me fer
a turkey! You mean Kolp was in cahoots with
the hombre who followed me?"



"Could be," said Ames. "And when
you meet him again, Kolp will threaten to sue
you for losing the sapphire and try to scare you
into paying him off."



The detective sergeant nodded. "Sure, a
shakedown racket. I'll bet you've hit the nail
right on the head, Mr. Ames." He turned to
Chow and added, "Don't worry. We'll arrange
a stake-out when you meet him at the restaurant
tomorrow night. If he is trying to pull a fast one,
we'll soon pin his ears back!"



Tom was puzzled by the whole affair.
The sapphire incident seemed so odd that he had
a feeling more was involved than a swindle. He
was still turning the matter over in his mind as
he drove to the plant the next morning with his
father.



Mr. Swift had turned on the regular
dashboard radio to hear the newscast. Suddenly
he and Tom stiffened to attention.



"There has been a sensational
development in connection with the mysterious
raid on the new government space base at Point
Sparta," the newscaster announced. "Tuesday
afternoon a pamphlet and a uniform of the type
worn by the raiders was found in the trunk of a
car belonging to the famous young inventor,
Tom Swift.



"The pamphlet, entitled Program for
World Conquest, was turned over to the FBI
and CIA for careful study. It has just been
learned that the pamphlet contains plans for
using small planetoids as military space bases
from which to dominate the earth. References to
Swift Enterprises in the pamphlet point to Tom
Swift as the author!"







10. PLANETOID PLANS




TOM groaned in despair as he heard the
newscast. "This really puts me in a spot! Now
people may think I plotted that Point Sparta
raid!"



Mr. Swift gave a worried nod. "The
worst of it is, our planetoid project will make
things look even more suspicious."



"Maybe not," Tom said hopefully as
their car sped along the highway. "We haven't
given out any news stories on the project yet."



"No, but our project's no secret, either.
The science editor of Worldweek wrote a big
story right after my article appeared in that
aerospace journal. He forecast that Swift
Enterprises' next move in space would be to
establish planetoid bases." Tom gave a whistle
of dismay.



Harlan Ames was waiting for the Swifts
at their office.



"You've heard the latest news, I take
it?" Tom Sr. asked him, seeing Ames's grim
look.



"You're right I've heard it! I've just
been on the phone to Wes Norris. He says
neither the FBI nor CIA has changed their
opinion. They're still convinced the whole
thing's a clever frame-up."



"Who gave out the contents of the
pamphlet to the press?" Tom asked.



"Apparently the same person who
planted it in your car. The FBI has that copy,
and a photostated copy was turned over to the
CIA. The leak didn't occur from either agency,
and they know you wouldn't have done it. So
that convinces them all the more that someone's
trying to frame you—probably the mastermind
behind the real raiders."



Ames paced the floor of the office.
"We'd better face it, Tom. This may turn public
opinion against you. The news services are
already tying up the switchboard, asking if we're
going ahead with the planetoid project."



"What have you told them?" Mr. Swift
inquired.



"I said we certainly are going
ahead—that there's been no change whatever in
yours and Tom's plans. And I ordered that the
same answer be given any news reporter who
calls."



Ames added, "Maybe I was jumping the
gun, but it seems to me you can't back out now.
That might make it look as if we were scared by
this pamphlet baloney. Don't you agree?"



"Definitely! You did the right thing,
Harlan." Mr. Swift turned to his son. "Tom, I
think the best move is to ignore this whole
business and get on with the job."



"That suits me, Dad!"



The Swifts spent most of the morning in
their observatory, conferring with Dr. Volenti.
Mr. Swift trained the space prober on the
planetoid which he had been observing before
Petronius was sighted. It was about ten miles in
diameter, with an interesting terrain of crags and
peaks. Mr. Swift said that it would pass within
300,000 miles of the earth before swinging on
around the sun.



"Dad, this looks just about perfect for a
natural spaceship," Tom said enthusiastically.
"It's big enough to make a sizable base, yet
small enough for some maneuvering and
propulsion experiments later on."



"And also large enough to offer some
fine mining possibilities," said Dr. Volenti,
"perhaps for the extraction of rocket fuels."



"Have you named this planetoid yet?"
Tom asked his father.



"Yes, but I had a hard time choosing
one. I considered naming it in honor of either
your grandfather, Barton Swift, or that great
American genius of rocketry and space flight,
Robert Goddard." Mr. Swift smiled hesitantly.
"I'm afraid I let personal considerations sway
me and decided on the name Bartonia."



"Dad, that's a wonderful idea! Swift
Enterprises might not exist if Grandfather Swift
hadn't given you an early start in science."



"Of course all this won't become
official until there have been several other
sightings," Mr. Swift explained. "Then
Bartonia will be given a number and listed in the
Ephemerides of the Minor Planets, published by
the Institute for Theoretical Astronomy in
Moscow. Meantime, I've reported it to the
Minor Planet Center of the International
Astronomical Union at the University of
Cincinnati."



Dr. Volenti, Tom learned, had already
computed Bartonia's period of revolution about
the sun as two years and eight months.



"Dad, this space voyage is such a
challenge, I'd give anything to go along!" Tom
burst out.



"No, son. I know how you feel—I'd
like to go myself. But you're needed at
Enterprises."



"Your father's right, Tom," put in Dr.
Volenti. "That's far too long for a scientific
inventor as gifted as you to be gone from his
laboratory."



"Besides," Mr. Swift added, "you'll
certainly have no shortage of volunteers."



Tom grinned ruefully. "You're telling
me! A whole flock of our spacemen from
Fearing have been pestering me for a place on
the crew. I've even had calls from Houston and
Cape Kennedy!"



Tom proposed that a snug living space
for the voyagers be tunneled inside the
planetoid.



Dr. Volenti nodded approval. "That will
give them the best possible shielding from solar
storms and meteoroids."



"But the job of drilling will be a real
headache," Tom went on with a frown.



"It certainly will," Mr. Swift agreed.
"The gravity will be so low on a mass the size
of Bartonia that the average astronaut will only
weigh about a pound. The slightest push could
send him flying off into space."



"The problem will be especially tough,"
Tom added, "because the digging will have to be
done with the mechanical model of my atomic
earth blaster to keep from contaminating the
living space with radioactivity. But I think I have
a solution."



Tom sketched out his plan. Dr. Volenti
and Mr. Swift were enthusiastic.



"It's a terrific idea, son, and I see no
reason why it shouldn't work—assuming
Bartonia has a high-enough iron content."



The discussion continued over lunch in
the Swifts' office. Tom suggested making a
short preliminary flight to Petronius to test out
his drilling method, since this planetoid was now
in earth orbit.



"That would certainly be a wise
precaution," Mr. Swift said with a nod. "It
would give you a chance to iron out any bugs
that—"



He was interrupted by a loud knock.
Harlan Ames came striding into the office. His
jaw muscles were twitching with anger.



"Well, the fat's really in the fire!"



"What's wrong, Harlan?" Mr. Swift
asked.



"Haven't you heard the noon
newscast?" All three shook their heads. "At any
rate, you've heard of Congressman Blore, I
imagine."



"Sort of an extremist, isn't he?" Tom
said dryly. "Everything he does seems to be
aimed at grabbing headlines."



"A rabble-rouser is what his fellow
congressmen call him!" Ames said wrathfully.
"But you're right about the headline-grabbing.
That's exactly what he's up to now. He's just
made a speech demanding that the government
step in and halt your planetoid project!"



The Swifts and Dr. Volenti stared in
dismay.



"He says that in view of the dangerous
and subversive pamphlet found in Tom's car,"
Ames went on, "a private organization such as
Swift Enterprises can't be trusted or allowed to
set up any potential military bases in space!"



"Military bases!" Tom exploded.
"Swift space crews have already led the way to
Nestria and the moon! Did we plant military
bases on them?"



"Easy, son," Mr. Swift cut in. "No use
getting worked up. We knew something like this
might happen. I think our record in space speaks
for itself—and I'm sure that most congressmen
are too level-headed to be swayed by Blore's
ranting."



"Let's hope you're right," Ames said.



That evening Chow prepared to keep his
date with the mysterious Frank Kolp at the
Ship's Lantern Restaurant. Beforehand, Tom
gave him a small pocket radio transmitter.



"What's this fer, boss?" Chow asked.



"To signal with," Tom explained.
"Harlan and I and Sergeant Doane will be
staked out in a car near the restaurant. Buzz once
when Kolp shows up and twice when he leaves.
We'll trail him and find out where he goes. If
he's working in cahoots with that fellow who
stole the sapphire, Sergeant Doane will arrest
them both."



"I hope he'll have him behind bars so
fast the sidewinder's head'll spin!" Chow
chortled.



"If you run into trouble, or anything
unexpected," Tom continued, "give us three
buzzes."



"Okey-dokey."



Shortly before nine o'clock, Tom and his
two companions watched from their parked car
as the stout Texan waddled into the Ship's
Lantern. Tom switched on his radio receiver.



A few minutes later came three loud
buzzes—the emergency signal from Chow!







11. A DEADLY WHIRLIGIG




"LET'S go!" Ames cried as the alarm
buzzed three times.



The security chief, Tom, and Detective
Sergeant Doane leaped from the car and ran
toward the restaurant. Chow was just coming out
the door. He was clutching a wrapped package.



"Where's Kolp?" the sergeant asked.



"He didn't show up," Chow replied.
"Jest left a message fer me with the feller who
runs the restaurant. Reckon I'm purty easy t'
spot."



"What was the message?" Tom asked.



"Jest that Kolp couldn't keep his date
tonight but he left this package fer me. Said
what's inside would explain everything. Brand
my pick an' shovel, I'll bet it's some more
sapphire samples!"



Chow eagerly began to undo the
package. But Tom grabbed his hand.



"Hold it, Chow! Don't open that!"



"Huh? Why not, boss?"



"Let's just say we don't know yet if
Kolp's on the up and up. Until we do, I'd rather
not take any chances."



Chow's eyes bulged nervously.
"Y'mean this here thingamajig might be booby-trapped?"



"Tom's right!" Ames declared. "We
don't know what's in that package!"



Chow looked as if he had suddenly
found himself holding a red-hot cannon ball.
Tom grabbed the package just in time to keep
Chow from dropping it on the pavement. The
contents felt heavy enough to be a bomb
assembly, but Tom could hear no sound of
ticking that might indicate a clockwork-detonating device.



"Come on!" Doane urged. "We'd
better get that thing to headquarters! I'll put in a
call to our bomb squad!"



"My lab's closer!" Tom said. He
realized that if the package did contain an
explosive device, it might be set to go off soon.
"I'll take it to Enterprises and disarm it
myself!"



All four ran to the unmarked police car
and piled in. Doane gunned the engine and took
off with the siren wide-open. They reached the
plant in less than ten minutes. Still holding the
package, the young inventor dashed into his lab
with the other three at his heels.



Tom placed the package gingerly on a
workbench, then whipped out an electronic key
and beamed open a storage locker. Inside stood
an odd-looking helmeted suit, made of some
glistening white material. Tom yanked it out as
lightly as if it were a papier-mâché dummy.



"What the dickens is that?" Ames
asked.



"A new type of armor I've been working
on. It's made of Durastress—the same stuff I
used in my atomic dynamo capsule." As he
spoke, Tom was hastily encasing himself in the
suit.



"I planned it for fire fighting and
disaster rescue work—or bomb disposal," he
added with a tense grin. "I'm hoping to use it in
space, too. But that's another project, if I ever
find time to work on it."



Just before donning the helmet, Tom
said, "You three scram out of the building! No
sense taking any more risks than necessary!"



"We're sticking right with you!" Ames
declared.



"All right, but stay out of the room
where I do the opening!"



Carrying the package, Tom strode from
the lab, looking like some futuristic knight in
armor. He switched on a floor conveyor belt and
stepped aboard with the others. The belt swept
them down a long corridor to another part of the
building where a jet-engine test chamber was
located.



The chamber was built of ceramic brick
and steel. Tom switched on lights and went
inside. The others watched through a quartz-glass inspection window.



The gauntlet fingers of the armor suit
were made of segmented rings that provided
almost perfect flexibility. Tom ripped off the
twine and removed the paper wrapping from the
package.



Inside was a metal box. Cautiously Tom
pried off the lid, then dropped the box and
leaped back just in time. A device resembling a
lawn sprinkler had popped up like a jack-in-the-box. With a shrill whine, it whirled around,
spraying a fuming liquid in all directions!



[image: Tom leaped back just in time]

Tom waited until the deadly whirligig
stopped. Then he emerged from the test chamber
and turned on an exhaust blower.



As Tom removed his helmet, Doane
exclaimed, "Great Scott! What was that stuff?"



"Sulfuric acid, I imagine," Tom said
grimly. "But that's just a guess. The fumes may
be poisonous."



While they waited for the blower to clear
the atmosphere inside the chamber, the detective
called headquarters. Then all four went into the
test chamber to examine the infernal device.



"Nothing very complicated about it,"
Tom said, "but it's a neat little job of
workmanship."



The ceramic brick walls of the chamber
had been badly etched and pockmarked by the
spray.



Chow shuddered. "Jumpin'
jehoshaphat! I can't even bear to think what that
fumin' pizen would 'a' done to yore face, Tom,
if you hadn't been wearin' that armor!"



"Or to you, Chow, if you'd opened the
package," Tom said with a sick feeling.



"But why in tarnation would Kolp do
such a thing?"



Tom shrugged. "Maybe he didn't. Let's
try to find out who the man was."



Doane telephoned to have the restaurant
owner picked up and brought to Enterprises for
questioning. He arrived a little while later,
escorted by two squad-car officers.



The restaurateur, a stout, olive-skinned
man named Petrelli, wrung his hands in dismay
when he learned what had happened. "B-b-believe me," he stammered, "I would never have
handed over the package if I'd suspected what
was in it!"



"We'll take your word for that," Tom
assured him. "We'd just like to ask you a few
questions. For instance, what did the man look
like who left the package?"



Petrelli squinted thoughtfully, eager to be
of help. "He was a tall fellow with wavy blond
hair and big, rough-looking features."



"Brand my teapot, that wasn't Kolp!"
Chow exclaimed.



"It sure wasn't," Tom said. "Ten to
one, it was the fellow who trailed you last
night—the one we had the scrap with."



"Were you at the Ship's Lantern last
night when Chow was there?" Doane asked the
restaurant owner.



Petrelli shook his head nervously. "No.
I left early—about eight o'clock."



"Then you didn't see the man Chow met
there," Ames put in. "The same man he was
supposed to meet again tonight."



Once more Petrelli shook his head.
"That is correct, sir. This person who left the
package—I assumed his name was Kolp. He
told me that a—er—stout cowboy would soon
come in, and asked me to give him the package
and tell him that Kolp could not keep their
date."



Sergeant Doane asked Chow to describe
the real Frank Kolp, thinking that he might be a
regular customer at the restaurant. But Petrelli
did not recall anyone who fitted the description.



Ames frowned thoughtfully at Tom.
"That doesn't help much. Kolp could still have
been one of the plotters."



"It's possible," Tom agreed. "On the
other hand, this wavy-haired guy may have done
something to Kolp to keep him from showing
up tonight. The big question is whom that acid
spray was meant for—Chow or me."



Ames's face was tense with worry.
"You're right, Tom. And somehow I have a
hunch you were the intended victim. That fellow
may have recognized you last night. If so, he
probably guessed that you'd be as eager as
Chow to get a line on Kolp—which meant
you'd likely be around when the package was
opened."



A voice suddenly boomed over the
public-address system: "Tom Swift Jr., please
call the airfield control tower!"



Tom picked up the telephone and dialed
the tower. "What's up, Murph?" he asked.



"Skipper, didn't Hank Sterling install
your Durathermor landing-gear pods on some
Eldorado Airways ships today?" the tower
operator asked.



"Sure. What about it?"



"I just picked up an FAA emergency
broadcast to all stations. Seems an Eldorado
airliner just crashed in the mountains,
somewhere in the Lake Wahatchie Forest
Reservation."



"Crashed?" Tom's fingers clenched
around the telephone handset. "Were there any
survivors?"



"They don't know yet. All they got was
the plane's Mayday call. But they're not too
hopeful. That's rough country around the lake,
and there's been no further radio transmission
from the pilot."







12. BREAKFAST HEADLINES




THE tower operator's news filled Tom
with dread. Had his Durathermor crash-landing
gear failed? Then Tom realized he was jumping
to conclusions. As yet he was not sure if the
gear had been installed on this particular plane.



"Do you know the exact position of the
crash, Murph?" he asked tensely.



"No, but I can find out from the FAA."



"Do that. And get the aircraft
registration, too. I'll be down in the
underground hangar."



"Right, skipper!"



Tom hung up and reported the grim
news to Ames and the others. Then he called
Hank Sterling's home. Hank was unable to
supply the registration numbers of the three
ships which he had equipped with the crash-landing-gear pods that morning. "But they're
listed on the installation report in my office," the
engineer added.



"Okay, I'll have someone check," Tom
said.



"What do you intend to do, skipper?"



"Take off in the Queen and join the
search."



"Then I'm coming with you!"



The group in the laboratory building
hastily broke up. The squad-car officers left to
drive Petrelli back to his restaurant, and Sergeant
Doane returned to headquarters. Ames took the
acid-spray device to the security department to
be examined carefully for clues.



Chow accompanied Tom to the
underground hangar where the Sky Queen was
berthed. This mammoth supersonic jet plane had
been Tom's first major invention. Nuclear-powered, and equipped for research in any
corner of the globe, it was often called the Flying
Lab.



By the time the plane was ready to be
rolled out on the airfield, Hank had arrived and
the tower had called back. The missing airliner
turned out to be one on which the Durathermor
crash-landing gear had been installed!



Tom's heart pounded. "Any further
word yet on the crash, Murph?"



"Nothing. The search sure won't be
easy—not at night in that kind of terrain."



Hydraulic lifts raised the floor of the
underground hangar, and a tractor towed the
huge craft out to its special airstrip. After a final
hasty checkout, the Queen took off.



Hank Sterling flew as copilot and Chow
sat behind them in the cockpit as the sleek air
giant zoomed into the sky on its jet lifters. At
twenty thousand feet Tom leveled off and sent
the Queen arrowing on course.



The Lake Wahatchie Forest Reservation
lay about four hundred miles southeast of
Shopton. The entire area was reported overcast,
and the vast stretch of rugged timberland to be
combed added to the difficulties. On hearing that
Tom Swift had volunteered to aid in the search,
FAA Traffic Control had given the Queen top
priority and cleared all other planes from the
area.



Tom kept his radio tuned to the
emergency channel in hope of picking up a faint
signal from the downed airliner. But all that
came over the speaker was the frequent
transmissions from Air Traffic Control.



"You reckon their radio got knocked
out?" Chow asked. "Or does this mean none o'
them pore souls survived the crash?"



Tom gave a worried shrug. "Don't
know, Chow. We'll just have to keep hoping."



"What if they went down over the lake
itself?" Hank suggested. "Would the plastic-foam crash shield keep the plane afloat?"



"Hard to say, Hank—too many factors
involved. But I sure wouldn't bank on it."



When they reached the forest area, Tom
brought the Sky Queen down cautiously through
the overcast. With no moonlight, the terrain
below lay in almost pitch darkness.



Hank switched on the giant searchlight.
Its dazzling radiance revealed a broad scene. The
valley was like a vast sea of dark-green timber,
slashed by winding creeks and dotted with
patches of clearings. Far ahead to the west, the
airmen could make out the dull sheen of Lake
Wahatchie.



Tom skimmed low, using the Queen's
repelatron lifters. On either side, mountain
ridges reared their barren humps above the
woods.



"Over there, skipper—at two o'clock!"
Hank cried suddenly.



Tiny points of orange light were visible
on the slope of the northern ridge. The Flying
Lab sped toward the glow.



"It's them! Brand my cookfire, it's the
plane!" Chow shouted, pressing forward to see.
"Those folks are safe! Yippee!"



The missing airliner—almost intact
except for a broken right wing—lay cushioned
on its glistening white foam crash shield. It had
come down on a narrow shelving plateau which
paralleled the crest of the ridge.



"Must have crashed and skidded right
along that shoulder of the mountain," Hank
muttered.



"Call it 'Duraplaning,' " Tom said with
a grin, realizing that the Durabuoy mushroom
had acted like a protective surfboard for the
craft.



Signal fires had been set up both forward
and aft of the plane. The crew had evidently been
kindling a third fire to complete the distress
signal when they had sighted the Queen.
Surrounded by the horde of passengers, they
waved their arms at the approaching rescue craft.



Tom set the Flying Lab down in a
precise vertical descent just behind the Eldorado
airliner. Hank radioed the news to an FAA
facility.



In a few moments Tom and his
companions were being backslapped, hugged,
hand-shaken, and even kissed by the crashed air
travelers. Some of the passengers were almost
hysterically grateful when they learned that the
pilot of the Queen was Tom Swift—inventor of
the device which had saved their lives.



"Your crash gear worked like a charm!"
the Eldorado captain told Tom. "We came down
steep and hard, but the mushroom took most of
the impact as it squashed. Then the ship jack-knifed flat against the mushroom as we skidded
along the shelf. We'd hardly have been
damaged at all if our right wing hadn't brushed
the mountainside! Of course the radio was
knocked out."



"Then everyone survived okay?" Tom
asked.



"You bet! Nothing worse than a few
scratches and bruises!" a stewardess burst out
enthusiastically. "You deserve a Congressional
Medal of Honor for your invention, Mr. Swift!"



The flight had been en route to St. Louis
when the crash had occurred. Tom volunteered
to fly the passengers and crew to their
destination.



It was three A.M. when the Sky Queen
arrived back at Enterprises. Rather than bother
going home, Tom decided—as he often did
when working late in his laboratory—to sleep in
the small, comfortably furnished apartment
which adjoined the lab.



The young inventor was more exhausted
than he realized and slept undisturbed through
most of the morning. He was awakened by
sounds from the laboratory. A glance at his
bedside clock showed Tom that it was past
eleven o'clock.



"Good grief! I've wasted half the day!"



He was about to spring out of bed when
the door to his laboratory was suddenly opened
and a food cart laden with a breakfast tray rolled
through the doorway. The cart was not being
pushed by Chow Winkler, but by three grinning
teen-agers—Sandra Swift, her friend Phyllis
Newton, and Bud.



"Hey! How about knocking before you
enter?" Tom exclaimed, sitting up and propping
the pillow behind him.



"Okay—knock, knock!" blond, blue-eyed Sandy said with a giggle.



Phyl, the dark-haired daughter of "Uncle
Ned" Newton, was Tom's favorite date. "Don't
tell us we're not welcome around here when
we're bringing you this yummy breakfast of
bacon and eggs!" she teased. "Sandy and I
cooked them."



Tom sniffed the appetizing aroma. "M-m-m! Now that you mention it, I am sort of
hungry....Okay, consider the welcome sign
up."



"And here's something to read while
you eat," said Bud, holding out a newspaper.
"Get a load of those headlines!"



Tom looked embarrassed when he saw
the banner of bold black print:





AIR DISASTER AVERTED 


BY TOM SWIFT INVENTION!





A large photograph of the young
inventor was plastered across the front page,
along with a picture of the Eldorado airliner
perched on its mushroom crash shield.
Accompanying these was a full story of the
rescue flight and Tom's amazing invention.



"What're you trying to do—spoil my
appetite?" Tom muttered.



Bud and the girls burst into laughter.



"How do you like that?" Bud
exclaimed. "They make a hero out of him and
he gets peeved!"



"That's my big brother all over!" said
Sandy. "He's so-o-o modest!"



"All right, pipe down." Tom grinned in
spite of himself. "Matter of fact, I like it
fine—they just don't have to overdo it, that's
all."



"Overdo it?" said Bud. "Boy, you
haven't seen anything yet, pal! Reporters and
TV crews have been turning the place upside
down, trying to get interviews! Caswell, the
president of Eldorado, wants you in New York
for a big press conference! And every other
airline in the country has been telephoning,
wanting immediate delivery on your crash-landing gear!"



Tom calmly tackled his bacon and eggs.
"Great! Hope we can handle the orders. I can't
waste time on that publicity jazz, though. I must
get down to work on the planetoid project."



"We agree a hundred percent about
ducking the publicity," Sandy said sweetly.
"But as for working—no!"



"In case you've forgotten," Phyl put in,
"this is Saturday. The weekend, remember?
Time for a date. So we're all going to the
beach."



"And don't argue," Sandy added,
"because it's all arranged."



Bud gave a comical shrug. "What can
we do, Tom? They've overpowered us."



Tom chuckled. "Okay. But at least let
me finish breakfast first."



Twenty minutes later the teen-agers were
on their way to the beach in Bud's fire-engine-red convertible. They had gone hardly a mile
down the highway from Enterprises when a
buzzer sounded on the dashboard. Sandy and
Phyl exchanged anguished glances as Tom
flicked on the receiver and unhooked the
microphone.



"Tom Swift Jr. here."



"You're wanted at the plant, skipper.
Right away—in your dad's office."



The girls wailed at the news. Bud
remained poker-faced as he swung the car
around and sped back toward the plant. At the
main building, Tom hurried inside alone.
"What's up, Dad?" he asked, striding into the
office.



Mr. Swift was seated at the videophone,
which connected to the Swifts' private two-way
TV network. "Just had a call from Washington.
They want you in on this, son. The
government's Space Detection and Tracking
System has spotted an unidentified
spaceship—apparently of very advanced
design."



John Thurston of the Central Intelligence
Agency was visible on the screen.



"Were they able to track the craft?"
Tom asked Thurston.



"No. But one facility got a brief shot of
it with a Baker-Nunn space camera. The picture
has just been transmitted to us in Washington."



Thurston held up a photograph. The
image of the craft was small and not too clear,
but the TV camera zoomed in for an extreme
close-up until the magnified image filled the
screen.



Tom gasped as he made out a marking
on the spaceship. It was a globe and lightning
bolt—the emblem of the Point Sparta raiders!







13. HOT-SHOT PHOTOGRAPHER




"DAD, look!" Tom cried, pointing to
the sinister insignia. "The ship must be manned
by the same raiders who attacked the space
base!"



"Exactly!" Thurston's voice came over
the videophone speaker. "That's one reason our
Defense Department is alarmed. The craft may
be engaged in some hostile mission."



"Where was it sighted?" Tom asked the
CIA man.



"Somewhere over South America. But
the contact was too brief to compute its
trajectory. Our radar failed to lock on."



"You mean it was jammed?"



"Possibly—Spacetrack isn't sure."



Mr. Swift frowned as he studied the
image on the screen. "With those wings, the
craft must be able to operate both as a rocket
plane and spaceship."



Tom added, "Judging by the design of
its exhaust ports, it has a nuclear ion engine for
its space propulsion system."



"Can you make any guess about its
nationality from the structural details?"
Thurston asked.



Both Tom and Mr. Swift shook their
heads.



"As far as I can judge," the elder
scientist replied, "it doesn't resemble any craft
being built by foreign space powers—at least
not any that we know about."



"It looks way ahead of most of them,"
Tom commented.



Thurston came on the screen again as the
camera drew back from the photograph he was
holding. "I'll have a print of this transmitted to
Enterprises so you can have more time to
examine it."



The Swifts promised to contact
Washington immediately if they gleaned any
clues to the craft's identity.



Tom was thoughtful as he rejoined Bud
and the girls. Once again the teen-agers started
out for the beach. But as the convertible came
through the plant gate, a TV camera truck which
had been parked nearby shot out on the highway
and pulled alongside.



"How about a quick interview, Tom?" a
reporter shouted.



Bud stepped hard on the accelerator to
speed away from the TV truck. But Tom told
him to stop and patiently granted the interview.
A minor traffic jam developed as passing
motorists slowed down to gawk at the famous
young inventor and the television camera crew.



Finally the scene was taped and the red
convertible started off again. The TV crew waved
gratefully. "Thanks a lot Tom!" the reporter
shouted. "Good luck with your planetoid
project!"



Bud grunted irritably. "Boy, the way
things are going, we'll be lucky even to see the
water today, much less do any swimming!"



"I know. It's a pain in the neck," Tom
confessed, "but those fellows are doing their
job." He added a bit sheepishly, "Ducking
publicity is one thing, but I hate to be rude."



The sun was bright and hot as the four
teenagers, after changing into swimsuits, raced
out across the sand into the blue waters of Lake
Carlopa. For the next hour or two they enjoyed
themselves, cavorting in the water, eating the
picnic lunch which the girls had packed, and
lolling lazily on the beach.



Suddenly Bud gave a groan of
annoyance. "Oh, great! Here comes another
one!"



A man with a press camera was walking
across the sand toward them. Without even
asking permission, he raised the camera to snap
a picture of Tom. But Bud leaped to his feet and
knocked the camera out of the man's hands.



The photographer flushed with anger.
"Don't get tough, sonny boy," he growled, "or
you might get hurt!" He gave Bud a hard shove.



The young flier's fist shot forward. The
punch caught the photographer square on the
jaw. His eyes went glassy and he toppled to the
sand!



Tom had jumped up too late to intervene.
"For Pete's sake, Bud, what got into you?" he
demanded.



The two girls looked on in dismay and
other sunbathers on the beach were also staring.
Bud rubbed his knuckles, his face red with
embarrassment. "Sorry, Tom. I—I lost my
temper."



"I can understand that, after he shoved
you. But why the dickens did you have to knock
his camera out of his hands?"



Bud shrugged uncomfortably. "Maybe
I'm nuts, skipper, but that thing didn't look right
somehow. Made me suspicious—especially
after some of the things that've been happening
lately—so I decided not to take any chances."



He stooped down and picked up the
camera. "Take a look at that lens assembly, for
instance. Ever see anything like that before?"



Tom frowned and took the camera to
examine it. He moved a few steps away from the
others, then tilted the device so that the lens was
aiming down at the sand and the loading end
pointed upward. He pressed the shutter release.



A fiery red needlelike beam lanced out
from both ends of the camera—one shooting
down into the sand, the other up toward the sky!



[image: A fiery red needlelike beam lanced out from both ends of the camera!]

Sandy and Phyl gave startled screeches.
"Good night!" Sandy cried. "Those were laser
beams, weren't they?"



Tom nodded grimly as he bent to pick up
something. Under the intense heat of the red ray,
grains of sand had fused into a solid glassy
lump! It was still almost too hot to hold.



"Guess I owe you an apology, fly-boy—and thanks!" Tom said. "If you hadn't
knocked this trick camera out of the guy's
hands, I'd have a hole in my head right now.
And so would he—the thing 'lasered' in both
directions!"



The photographer was just beginning to
revive. He was a wiry-looking man, dressed in a
knit sport shirt and summer slacks. He got to his
feet angrily, but a bit unsteadily, and started to
lunge at Bud again. However, the fight drained
out of him fast and his face turned sickly pale
when he heard what had happened.



"What's your name?" Tom demanded.



"V-V-Vern Sholt," the man stuttered.
"Look! That camera isn't mine! I d-don't know
anything about it! You don't suppose I'd have
pointed that thing at you if I knew it was going
to fire both ways, do you?"



"Never mind what I suppose," Tom
retorted.



"If the camera isn't yours, where'd it
come from?"



"From the guy who hired me."



"Hired you to do what?"



"To take your picture. He claimed you
were so publicity-shy—especially since that
congressman made his speech—that no regular
press photographer could get near you. That's
why he needed an outsider for the job."



"Are you a professional cameraman?"
Bud put in.



Sholt shrugged uncomfortably.
"Well—no. But you don't have to be a pro to
snap a shutter. He told me the camera was
loaded and all I had to do was aim it."



"You simple-minded chump!" Bud
exploded.



"Cool it, Bud." Tom added to Sholt,
"I'm inclined to believe your story, but you'll
still have to tell it to the police."



Sholt, badly shaken and perspiring
nervously, made no effort to escape. As soon as
the teen-agers had changed to their street clothes,
they drove him to Shopton Police Headquarters.
Wes Norris of the FBI and Harlan Ames were
also summoned. Sholt was grilled in the office
of Police Chief Slater.



"This fellow who hired you—who is he?
What does he look like?" Norris asked the
prisoner.



"He said his name was Hufer and that
he worked for that picture magazine called
Scoop." Holt described him as a big, bony-faced
man with wavy blond hair.



Norris immediately picked up the phone
and called the editor of Scoop in New York. The
editor assured him that there was no one named
Hufer or anyone answering his description on
the staff of the magazine.



Tom was not surprised. "I think I've
already seen the guy." Tom told the FBI agent
about the wavy-haired man who had shadowed
Chow and later had left the deadly acid-spray
device at the restaurant.



"Hmm! Must be the same person,"
Norris agreed. "I'd say what happened today
proves the acid device was meant for you,
Tom."



He turned back to Sholt. "How did you
know you could find Tom Swift on the beach
today?"



"Hufer called and told me. He said Swift
was out there with three other kids."



Tom nodded. "That figures. Hufer
probably trailed me from the plant. There was a
lot of traffic, especially around the gate, so it's
not likely we would have spotted him."



Sholt said he had first met Hufer that
morning in Shopton's Downtown Park.



"When was he going to pay you? And
when were you supposed to give back the
camera with the picture of Tom?" Ames asked
irritably. "He must have given you some
address for reaching him."



"Sure, over in Carterton," Sholt replied.
"I was to meet him there later at the Eagle
Bowling Center."



Ames glanced at Norris. "Think it's
worth checking out? It's a cinch Hufer never
expected Sholt to live long enough to keep the
date."



"Even so, we'd better check," Norris
said. "If Hufer knows the place at all, someone
there may remember him."



Bud drove the girls home while Tom
accompanied the others to Carterton in two
unmarked cars. Norris, Ames, and Tom went
into the bowling center to inquire about Hufer.
But they failed to turn up any leads on the wavy-haired man.



As they were coming out the front door
of the bowling center, Norris suddenly froze.
"Hold it, you two!" he hissed. "I think we're
about to crack this whole mystery!"







14. THE GIVEAWAY NOSE




TOM was puzzled by Norris's sudden
reaction. A man had just pulled over to the curb
across the street and was getting out of his car,
but he certainly bore no resemblance to Hufer.



"What's up, Wes?" the young inventor
asked.



"Tell you later!" The FBI agent darted
out into the passing stream of traffic.



The man who had driven up was about to
slip a coin into the parking meter. He started to
run when he saw Norris rushing toward him.
Tom and Ames heard the FBI agent bark a
command. The stranger's jaw dropped in a look
of open-mouthed dismay. Slowly and sullenly
he raised both hands.



Norris frisked his prisoner and then
escorted him to the two police cars. The man
was small and thin with sparse reddish hair. A
twisted nose and a cauliflower ear gave him the
tough, puggish look of a professional boxer.



"Who is he?" Ames asked.



"Name's Duke Laflin. He's a small-time hood," Norris replied. "Used to box
featherweight till he decided there was more
money in crime."



Laflin's face twisted indignantly.
"You're crazy! I ain't done nothin'!"



"Tell that to the Marines!" Norris
scoffed. "You've already served two raps, for
assault and auto theft, and my guess is you're
headed right back up the river."



The prisoner was put into one of the
cars. Then both vehicles headed back to
Shopton. On the way, Norris made a radio call,
requesting that a certain student at Grandyke
University be brought to police headquarters at
once.



Meanwhile, Tom and Ames were waiting
to hear Norris's explanation. The FBI agent
settled back and grinned at his companions.



"You may be sore at me for not telling
you sooner," he began, "but I didn't want to
raise your hopes. Also, I couldn't inform the
newspapers for fear of tipping off the man we
were after. It happens that a student at Grandyke
reported seeing someone open the trunk of your
car, Tom, while it was parked on the campus."



Tom asked in surprise, "You mean to
plant that uniform and the pamphlet?"



"Probably. The student didn't take
much notice, since he thought it was the fellow's
own car. But that silver sports job of yours is
such a jazzy-looking number that the incident
stuck in his mind. So after the story broke in the
papers, he phoned the FBI."



"And Laflin's the man who planted the
stuff?"



"That remains to be seen," said Norris.
"The description sounded like Duke Laflin, but
the student couldn't make a positive
identification from our rogue's-gallery
photographs."



"How come?"



"Well, the mug shots on Laflin aren't
too good. They were taken when he was
younger and had a lot more hair. But the nose
was a dead giveaway. We figured there couldn't
be too many short, red-haired men with noses
bent the way his is, so we've been looking for
him ever since. Ten to one he's our man."



Ames remarked, "And now he shows up
near the place where Sholt was to meet Hufer!"



"Right," Norris said dryly. "It may be
just a coincidence, and then again maybe not."



The mention of Laflin's nose had
suddenly jogged Tom's memory. "Good night,
Harlan!" he exclaimed. "Remember that fellow
who delivered the letter with the flies?"



"I'll say I do. The gatekeeper said he
looked like a boxer and maybe had a broken
nose."



Ames made a second radio call, this time
asking that the gate guard be summoned to
headquarters immediately. Both the guard and
the student arrived there soon after the two
police cars reached Shopton.



Duke Laflin was informed of his right to
have a lawyer. He was surly and belligerent at
first, but broke down quickly when the student
and the gatekeeper recognized him on sight.



"Okay, okay! Never mind callin' me a
mouthpiece!" Laflin whined. "You're a square
shooter, Swift! I'll tell you whatever you want to
know. Just use your influence to see the judge
gives me a break at the trial—that's all I ask."



Tom shook his head. "Sorry. I can't
make any deals. But if you cooperate, I'm sure
the authorities will take that into consideration."



"Fair enough. I wouldn't mind doin'
another stretch, anyhow, if I can just get that
creep Hufer!"



"Hufer?" Ames echoed. "Is he the man
who hired you for the two jobs?"



"That's right. Then he tried to rub me
out, the dirty rat!"



Laflin related that he had met Hufer at
the Eagle Bowling Center. The blond, wavy-haired stranger had paid him twenty dollars to
plant the uniform and pamphlet in Tom Swift's
car, as a practical joke on the young inventor.



"But I wised up to the fact it was no joke
when the story blew in the papers," Laflin went
on. "Only I couldn't squeal without stickin' my
own neck out. Then Hufer calls me again and
offers me a hundred bucks to deliver that letter
to Swift Enterprises."



"Did you know what was in it?" Norris
asked.



"How could I? It was sealed." Laflin
squirmed uncomfortably. "Besides, it looked
harmless. I figured he couldn't put anything
much in an envelope."



"So what happened?"



"He paid me half when he gave me the
letter and promised the rest of the dough after I
delivered it. I was to meet him that night at a spot
on the road outside of Shopton and collect. And
guess what the rotten double-crosser did!"



"Never mind the guessing games!"
Norris snapped. "You tell us!"



"He tried to run me down with his car!"



Fearing for his life, Laflin said he had
gone into hiding. But he had made repeated trips
to the Eagle Bowling Center, hoping to find
Hufer and get revenge.



"Fat lot of good it did me!" the ex-pug
ended bitterly. "All I did was get myself
pinched."



Tom and Ames conferred with Norris
after the prisoner had been taken away. Vern
Sholt, meanwhile, had been released at Tom's
request, since he had no previous criminal
record.



"Any idea who this fellow Hufer might
be?" Ames asked the FBI agent.



Norris shook his head. "None, except
that his real name probably isn't Hufer. I'll have
a composite photograph made up and circulated
here and abroad, through Interpol. That may turn
up a lead somewhere, but I wouldn't count on
it."



"Those infected flies and the deadly
gimmicks he cooked up to kill Tom prove he has
access to some pretty high-powered scientific
facilities," Ames reasoned. "But that's obvious
anyhow, if he's connected with the Point Sparta
raiders."



"He must be connected with them,"
Norris said. "Where else could he get an exact
uniform?"



Tom agreed and added, "What I'd like
to know is where Frank Kolp fits into the
picture—the man who got in touch with Chow
about the mining deal. Either he's connected
with the raiders, too, or else he's one of their
victims." Neither Norris nor Ames could shed
any further light on the mystery.



Next morning the Sunday newspapers
carried the full story of Duke Laflin's arrest.
Tom Swift was now cleared of all suspicion in
the Point Sparta raid, and his recent rescue of the
Eldorado air-crash victims was given a fresh
play in the news columns. The young inventor
emerged a more popular hero than ever.



More good news was in store. On
Monday, Mr. Swift came striding into Tom's
laboratory with a broad grin on his face. "Well,
son, Congressman Blore just ate his
words—publicly—on the floor of Congress!"



"You mean he took back what he said
about me?"



"Indeed he did! Our own Congressman
Martin demanded a full retraction and Blore had
to comply. I must say he made a handsome
apology. He told Congress that Tom Swift Jr.
deserves America's full support in pushing our
space frontier to the farthest possible limits."



"Wow! How about that!" Tom jumped
up from his workbench and exchanged a jubilant
handshake with his father. "Then it's full steam
ahead with the planetoid project!"



"Right, son!"



Days of intensive planning and work
followed in preparation for Tom's flight to
Petronius, the tiny planetoid which had moved
mysteriously into orbit about the earth. Bud had
already dubbed the space visitor Planetoid Pete.
This trip was to be a tune-up flight for the later,
full-scale expedition to the larger, close-approach planetoid Bartonia.



From a number of volunteers, the Swifts
and Doc Simpson had selected ten men—each
one a scientist or skilled technician as well as a
trained astronaut. All were young and
unmarried. They had passed special tests to
check their fitness for enduring a long voyage
away from earth, in close quarters with their
crewmates.



For crew captain of the planetoid
"spaceship," Tom and his father chose Vic
Lane. He was a physicist and space engineer
who had served stints on both the Swifts' space
outpost and the phantom satellite Nestria. His
second-in-command would be Bill "Curly"
Morgan. Morgan, a good-natured veteran
astronaut, was a favorite among the Fearing
Island space crewmen.



Early one morning the Challenger
zoomed into the blue from its launch pad at the
rocket base. As it rose beyond earth's
atmosphere, Tom used his recently invented
telesampler to check the composition of
Petronius and also Bartonia, which day by day
was swinging closer to the earth. Both showed a
high iron content.



"Great! That means our magnetic gear
should work perfectly," Tom told Bud.



Soon they were approaching their
destination. Everyone gathered in the flight
compartment to stare at the small, rocky space
visitor, now a captive of earth's gravitational
grip.



"Welcome to Planetoid Pete!" Bud
chortled.



Chow's leathery face had turned pale
and slightly greenish as he saw how rapidly the
object was spinning about its own axis.



"How in thunderation can we ever stick
aboard sech a crazy hunk o' real estate?" the
cook blurted. "It'll be like ridin' a wild space
bronc!"







15. RED ALARM




"RELAX, pardner," Tom told Chow. "I
think we can gentle ole Planetoid Pete down a
bit."



"How, boss?"



"With the Challenger's repelatrons."
Tom swiveled the antenna dishes so the ship
would be braced by one invisible force beam
pushing back against earth. He aimed another
beam to brush the planetoid in a direction
opposite to its spin. Then he metered power to
the repelatrons.



Gradually the spinning slowed as the
hurtling mass of rock moved a hair's-breadth
from its orbit. Before Tom could shut off power,
Petronius began to rotate the other way.



"Oh, oh! You gave it too much
counterspin!" Bud exclaimed.



Tom hastily shifted the forward beam so
as to brush the opposite side of the planetoid. At
last the spinning ceased altogether.



"Nice going, skipper!" The astronauts
broke into a round of applause.



Chow's face was back to its normal tan.
"Sure looks a lot safer fer landin' out there."



Tom steered the Challenger closer to
Petronius and set the ship down in a rocky
hollow. "Jeffers and Polanski stay aboard," he
ordered. "The rest of you suit up for a work
party."



As soon as they had donned space suits,
Curly Morgan and Bud went out to secure
mooring lines around spurs of rock. Tom
paused to brief Chow on the special boots which
he had designed to give a firm footing on the
tiny planetoid.



"We'll be almost weightless out there,
but these boots will help anchor us down," he
said, "The sole contains an electromagnet, and
the heel has a plunger switch. When you step
down flat-footed, you press the plunger and turn
on the magnet. So the boot is attracted to the
iron in the rock."



"Hey! Purty neat, boss!" Chow
squinted at his own boot. "But how do you git
your hoof loose agin when you want t' take
another step?"



"Just raise your heel. The plunger will
spring open and shut off current to the magnet."
Tom added, "Of course the iron core will retain
a bit of magnetism, so the boots will always feel
sticky as you walk along. But that's good—it'll
keep you from waltzing off into empty space."



The astronauts trooped out through the
air lock and gazed around. A strange, rocky
landscape lay about them, hued in somber tones
of brown, green, and grayish black. The
nearness of the horizon, only a quarter of a mile
away all around, lent an eerie quality to the
scene.



"Almost seems like you could sit on the
edge an' let yore feet dangle down," Chow
remarked over his suit radio.



Tom chuckled. "Watch it, pard—that
space suit doesn't provide any gravity for the
seat of your pants."



Half the planetoid lay in dazzling
sunlight, the rest in pitch darkness. Only when
Petronius passed into earth's shadow on its
three-hour orbit would night fall over the whole
planetoid.



Bud, Vic Lane, Morgan, and several other
astronauts had already fanned out to explore the
terrain beyond the landing site. Clumping along
in their magnetic boots, they made their way
cautiously over the jagged, rocky outcrops.



Suddenly Tom heard a startled cry from
Vic. "Stay back! Don't anyone come this
way!"



[image: “Stay back!” Vic cried. “Don’t anyone come this way!”]

"What's wrong?" the young inventor
radioed.



"My radiation sensor's buzzing like
crazy! This whole area must be hot!"



As Lane hurried back toward the ship,
the red warning light on his space suit was
glowing ominously. Tom ordered all hands back
aboard the Challenger and prepared to take off.



"You're not scrubbing the whole
expedition, are you, skipper?" a crewman asked.



"No. But we'll have to chart the area of
radioactivity and measure its intensity."



Taking the controls, Tom steered the ship
into orbit around Petronius and began checking
the terrain with radiation detectors. The
radioactivity seemed to be confined to a side of
the planetoid which was pocked with a deep
crater.



Watching his instruments, Tom
discovered a circular pattern. From a low count
around the fringes, the readout soared rapidly
toward the center of the area.



"How dangerous is it?" Bud asked.



"Well, a lethal human dosage is four
hundred roentgens," Tom replied. "In our
space suits, we could probably survive a good
while before we absorbed that much. But it sure
wouldn't be healthy!"



"What do you suppose made the
radioactivity?"



Tom hesitated. "Offhand, I'd have
guessed some natural cause, like a solar flare.
But take a look at the crater down there—that's
where the radiation's hottest."



Bud peered through the thick quartz-glass pane. His eyes widened as he suddenly got
Tom's point. "Jumpin' jets! You mean the
crater was formed by—by some kind of nuclear
blast?"



"Maybe not formed, but at least enlarged
this way."



"Explain that, skipper!"



The idea which had taken shape in
Tom's mind seemed so fantastic that he himself
was shaken. "You remember, something jolted
Petronius off its course," he said slowly, "and
kicked it close enough to earth to be captured by
our gravity field."



"Are you suggesting it was moved
intentionally," Curly Morgan asked excitedly,
"by the thrust from an H-bomb explosion, or
something like it?"



"Why not? It could certainly be done
with a body as small as Petronius. The total
megatons needed for the job would probably
take several explosions. The hole down there
could have been dug to plant the charge—or the
first blast could have been set off on the surface,
and the crater from that used as a crude thrust
chamber for the later blasts."



The others in the flight compartment
stared in astonishment as Tom went on
thoughtfully, "If there was more than one
explosion, it would explain why Petronius had
moved off course even before being knocked
into earth orbit."



"But, skipper," Lane said, "who could
have done it? There's no one else up here!"



Tom nodded, frowning. "I know. That's
a puzzle...unless the spacemen who did it
abandoned the planetoid, to wait until the
radioactivity cooled off."



"Spacemen from where?" Morgan
asked.



Tom shrugged uneasily. "It could have
been done by foreign cosmonauts from our own
planet, or by invaders from elsewhere in the
solar system."



"But your space friends said an 'earth
force'!" Bud exclaimed. His eyes met Tom's.
Both thought at once of the sinister Point Sparta
raiders.



"Them explosions would make quite a
flash, wouldn't they?" Chow put in. "How
come yore perfesser friend didn't see 'em?"



"Dr. Volenti was only observing at
night, Chow—not twenty-four hours a day. And
it's not likely anyone else would have spotted
them. Each blast would only show up as a brief,
tiny flicker of light."



Tom's companions mulled over the
mystery in stunned silence.



"What do we do now, skipper?" Bud
asked as Tom steered the Challenger to a new
landing spot.



"The hot area will be out of bounds, of
course. But otherwise I think we can go ahead
with our drilling experiment."



The spaceship was moored again, and
Tom's atomic earth blaster was hauled outside
to a suitable drilling site. A launching rig was set
up and anchored to the rock with explosive
bolts. Then the torpedo-shaped blaster was
positioned nose down in the rig.



By this time Petronius's brief night had
fallen, so Tom called a halt. The astronauts
returned to the Challenger to eat and nap. As
Chow served a hearty meal, Tom explained the
drilling operation.



"You see, with the planetoid's low
gravity, the blaster would tend to rebound out of
the drill hole instead of grinding up the rock
effectively. So I've added magnetic clamps to
hold it tight to the walls of the shaft."



"Then how can the blaster move along
and keep drilling?" a crewman asked.



"It operates in pulses," Tom replied.
"The current to the electromagnets flows only
while grinding is going on. When the ground-up
rock is spewed out of the shaft, the current shuts
off. The jet reaction drives the blaster forward
until it presses against solid rock. Then the
pressure switches the magnets on again."



With the return of sunlight, work was
resumed. Tom switched on power from a
remote-control console. The blaster "ratcheted"
its way down the drill rig and nosed into the
ground. A pulsing torrent of rock dust and gritty
metallic ore shot out from the exhaust end of the
device.



The almost-weightless particles geysered
far out into space. Some fell back to the
planetoid, but much of the debris formed an
orbiting dust cloud that screened out the
sunlight.



"Petronius smog!" Curly Morgan
called out with a chuckle over his suit radio.



The blaster disappeared rapidly into the
drill hole. An hour later it had reached a depth of
several hundred feet. Suddenly the geyser of
rock dust dwindled, then stopped altogether.



"What's wrong, boss?" Chow asked.
"Ain't yore rock-chewer workin' no more?"



"Don't know." Perplexed, Tom studied
the instruments on his control console. "The
circuit readings are all normal. Maybe the blaster
has struck a vein of material that's too hard to be
pierced. We'd better check."



The blaster was backed slowly out of the
drill shaft. While most of the crewmen remained
at their posts, Tom took off in the Challenger.
He maneuvered the huge ship aloft so as to aim
the microwave beam from its telesampler gun
down into the drill hole. When the beam was
reflected, it would carry back particles of the
substance at the base of the shaft.



"Give us the bad news, skipper," Bud
radioed. "What kind of stuff did we hit down
there?"



Tom's voice came back shakily. "Good
night! This is unbelievable! Wait till you see this
sample with your own eyes!"







16. DOOM FROM THE SKY!




PUZZLED and eager, the astronauts
waited for the Challenger to land. Soon the
young inventor emerged in his bubble-helmeted
space suit. He was holding something in his
hand.



The crewmen clustered around him. In
the palm of Tom's glove lay a number of tiny,
sparkling blue particles. These had been ejected
from the bottom of the drill shaft under
bombardment by the telesampler's microwave
beam.



"What the dickens are they?" Bud
asked.



"Crystals of pure sapphire!" Tom
replied.



"Sapphire!" Chow's eyes popped.
"You mean the same kind o' jewel Kolp wanted
to mine?"



"Right! But we haven't struck mere
lumps of the stuff. If I'm right, the whole base
of the drill shaft is floored with sapphire!"



Vic Lane gasped. "Good night, skipper!
No sapphire has ever been found that large!"



"I know. That's why I said we had
struck something unbelievable. But let's sink
another shaft before we jump to any
conclusions."



The earth blaster was moved to another
drilling site. The machine bored deeply into the
planetoid's rock. Again its progress was halted
at almost the same depth as before.



This time, the whole crew went aboard
the Challenger with Tom and took off. Once
more he aimed his telesampler into the drill hole
and triggered its gun unit.



Tom's eyes blazed as the chemical
analysis flashed on the readout panel: aluminum
oxide mingled with traces of titanium and iron!



"There's sapphire down below, all
right!" From the telesampler's recovery tank, he
scooped out more of the glittering blue crystals.



"Great caperin' comets!" exclaimed
young Bob Jeffers. "How big is this seam of
sapphire?"



"It's not just a seam or vein, Bob," Tom
replied. "I have a hunch the whole core of
Petronius is solid sapphire!"



The astronauts were staggered.



"Brand my gold tooth," Chow said
hoarsely, "we must be standin' on the most
valuable hunk o' desert in the whole solar
system!"



To check his theory, Tom flew the
Challenger over the radioactive area. Here he
made another probe, using the telesampler's
laser beam to pierce the overlying rock strata.
Again the recovery tank yielded sapphire
crystals!



"My hunch was right!" Tom
announced. "Petronius must be one huge piece
of sapphire encased in a mantle of rock!"



Bud gave a whistle of awe. "How much
do you suppose the whole thing would be worth,
Tom?"



"This much sapphire?" Tom shrugged
helplessly. "It would be priceless. I don't know
how anyone could compute its total value."



"Might knock the bottom clean out of
the sapphire market!" Vic Lane joked.



Tom agreed with a grin. "Maybe. But
even as a source of industrial sapphires,
Petronius would be worth millions! For that
matter, we could play it cool and just chip
enough good-sized gemstones to make all our
fortunes!"



"Bellowin' buffalo humps! What're we
waitin' fer?" Chow exploded. "Let's stake our
claims an' start minin' the stuff!"



"Sorry, old-timer. It's not that simple."



"Why not, boss?"



"Sapphire's one of the hardest
substances there is. That's why it's used for
precision bearings. You saw how it stopped the
blaster. There is no easy way to gouge the stuff
out—at least not with our present equipment."



Chow's jaw dropped. The other
astronauts stared at Tom with a tensely eager air.



"Man alive! We can't just zoom off and
leave the biggest jewel in history floating around
up here in space!" a crewman blurted. "Can't
you figure some way to mine it, skipper?"



Tom rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. "It's
possible. But we'll still have to go back to earth
and plan the operation."



The young inventor immediately radioed
Fearing Island. Using a code scrambler to guard
his communication, he asked to be put in touch
with his father and Harlan Ames. Both were
flabbergasted by the news from Petronius.



"Great Scott!" Ames exclaimed. "You
don't suppose the sapphire that fellow Kolp
showed Chow could have come from the
planetoid?"



"Just what I'm wondering, Harlan. We
know Hufer had some connection with the Point
Sparta raiders, and I'll bet Kolp did, too."



"If you're right," put in Mr. Swift, "the
raiders must be the ones who exploded the
nuclear blasts to move Petronius into earth orbit.
That spaceship bearing their emblem indicates
they have a highly advanced space capability."



"Right, Dad! And there's something
else we've been overlooking all along."



"What's that, son?"



"The message we found in that
incendiary grenade capsule—Expect contact
soon! If Kolp belonged to the raiders, he may be
the one who tossed the grenade into our
Whirling Duck."



"Smart hunch, Tom," Ames agreed.
"Kolp wrote to Chow, but he expected him to
show you the sapphire. So it was almost certain
Chow would bring you along to their next
meeting."



"Exactly, Harlan. But Hufer must have
got wind of Kolp's plan and proceeded to wreck
it."



After signing off, Tom landed the
Challenger to load the earth blaster and drill rig
aboard. Then the huge silver spacecraft took off
on its return flight to Fearing.



A daring scheme to mine the enormous
sky sapphire had occurred to Tom. Now, as he
sat at the controls steering the ship back into
earth's atmosphere, he turned the idea over in
his mind.



Bud noticed his pal's intent frown and
recognized the symptoms. "What's going on in
that computer brain, genius boy? Have you
figured out the biggest jewel snatch on record?"



"Maybe, Bud, I'm not sure. The idea I
just dreamed up is so wild it may be too far out
even to attempt."



In spite of his doubts, Tom was so eager
to discuss his scheme that he called his father
again on the radio. This time, he asked that Dr.
Volenti be brought in on the conversation.



As soon as the astronomer joined him,
Mr. Swift said, "All right, son. Let's hear this
plan of yours."



"Better hang onto your mikes," Tom
warned. "This may sound crazy. What I'm
proposing is to bring the whole planetoid down
to earth and land it in some safe spot—say, in an
open stretch of desert out West."



"Land a planetoid?" Volenti gasped.
"Tom, that's so—so fantastic I can't even
believe you're serious!"



"I warned you my idea might sound
crazy."



"Not just crazy—deadly dangerous!"
the astronomer exclaimed. "Think of the
impact! The shock would be like a multiple
earthquake, or a concentrated H-bomb attack!"



"It would if the planetoid just plunged to
earth," Tom said. "The effect might be worse
than the Tunguska meteorite explosion in
Siberia, or the Meteor Crater in Arizona. But
suppose Petronius could be guided down to a
safe, controlled landing. Its rocky crust would
burn and break off, leaving a ball of pure
sapphire!"



Both Mr. Swift and Dr. Volenti were
astounded.



"But this is purely theoretical, Tom," the
astronomer objected. "How could you
maneuver such an object?"



"I believe it could be done," Tom said
quietly. "I grant you Petronius is a lot bigger
than a spaceship. But we're still dealing with the
same problems of reentry and landing. And I've
already proved—on a small scale with the
Firefly—that those problems can be solved."



Mr. Swift was intrigued, and even Dr.
Volenti was excited by the sheer boldness of
Tom's scheme. But both felt it was extremely
risky.



"I'm afraid too much would depend on
the precision of your operations, son. Still, let's
not discard the plan without a fair look. Suppose
Dr. Volenti and I make some calculations. Then
see what you can do with our figures."



"Fair enough, Dad!"



It was late at night when the Challenger
was at last safely berthed on Fearing Island.
Tom decided to sleep at the rocket base.



Next morning he and Bud flew back to
Enterprises. In the Swifts' office they found
Tom Sr. pacing the floor. Dr. Volenti and
Harlan Ames were seated at the small conference
table with gravely worried expressions.



"What's up?" Tom asked.



"Sit down, boys," Mr. Swift said
grimly. "We have some horrifying news. Last
night Dr. Volenti and I made some observations
on the space prober and ran our figures through
the computer. Petronius's orbit is decaying! At
its perigee, or low point, the planetoid is already
brushing the fringes of our atmosphere!"



"What!" Tom sprang from his chair in
astonishment. "Why, in that case, it's bound to
fall to earth! How could such a thing happen,
Dad? I thought Petronius was in a stable orbit!"



"That's what we all thought, son—but
we were wrong. The reasons are unclear, but as
nearly as we can explain it, the combined effects
of the Van Allen radiation belt and earth's
magnetic field have induced considerable eddy
currents in the planetoid's crust. Those currents
must have caused a steady loss of orbital
energy."



"That's not the worst of it, Tom," Dr.
Volenti spoke up. "The danger I emphasized
last night is on the verge of coming true.
Petronius will strike the earth with catastrophic
force!"



"Have you figured the point of impact?"



Mr. Swift nodded. "Yes. According to
our computations, the planetoid will hit
somewhere near Buffalo. The shock could
devastate a huge area of the United States and
Canada—including our own town of Shopton!"



"In effect," Ames added, "we're faced
with a planetoid bomb attack. This could be what
the Point Sparta raiders have been planning all
along! It would explain why they use the globe-and-lightning-bolt insignia."



Tom was stunned by the news. All eyes
turned toward the young inventor as Mr. Swift
went on, "Son, it seems we have no choice.
We'll have to go through with your scheme! Do
you think you can find a way to land the
planetoid safely?"







17. BOUND FOR BARTONIA




TOM swallowed hard, realizing that
countless lives might depend on his efforts.
"Yes, I still think we can bring the planetoid
down to a controlled landing, Dad. But I'm not
sure I can give you all the answers right now."



Frowning, the young inventor paced back
and forth near the conference table. "It's a cinch
we'll need more than one method to do the job,"
he mused aloud. "The Durathermor technique
will just give us a start on the problem."



Mr. Swift looked doubtful. "You
certainly won't be able to impart much
aerodynamic lift to a mass as big as Petronius."



"Not with the kind of wing I used
before," Tom agreed. "But a parasol-mounted
delta wing would at least give us some control.
And a Durathermor drogue chute, combined
with braking rockets, could partly slow its fall."



Tom sat down and grabbed a pencil and
paper. "Look, Dad! We'd have to time our
operations to the precise second, but here's how
we might do it. The chute and rockets would
slam on the brakes, but only temporarily. Now,
if we set up powerful repelatrons, we could spear
the planetoid with our repulsion beams—before
it could build up velocity again."



"Hey!" Bud exclaimed. "Why not use
repelatrons right now and kick Petronius back
into a stable orbit?"



Tom shook his head. "Too late for that,
I'm afraid, in view of what Dad and Dr. Volenti
have told us about the effects of the Van Allen
belt."



"How come?"



"Think how many megatons of H-bombs it took to move Petronius in the first
place. To get enough effect, we'd have to keep
pouring power with our repelatrons for a long
period of time."



"So keep pouring!" Bud urged.



"No use. It would be like putting water
into a sieve. Petronius was on a three-hour orbit;
but the orbital time is shorter now that the
planetoid's sinking. Much of the time it's
passing through the Van Allen belt. That would
drain off its orbital energy as fast as we could
feed it in. Right, Dad?"



The elder scientist nodded. "If our
calculations are correct, that answer is
hopeless."



Bud scratched his head. "Okay, then
how about using H-bombs?



"Too risky at Petronius's present
altitude," Mr. Swift replied. "The effects of
radioactive fallout would be impossible to
predict."



"Back to you then, genius boy," Bud
said, turning to Tom. "Tell us the rest of your
plan."



"Well, once we braked the planetoid
inside the atmosphere, repelatron beams could
keep its rate of fall from accelerating too
dangerously."



"Even so, there'd still be a terrific
seismic shock from its landing," Dr. Volenti
warned.



"True," Tom conceded. "But we could
do a switch on the Durathermor crash-landing
technique. I mean, instead of using a crash
shield to protect the falling object, we put a
shield on the ground itself."



Volenti and Mr. Swift bent over the table
eagerly. "How do you mean, son?"



Tom penciled a quick sketch. "We build
up a mountain of Durabuoy foam beforehand at
the exact spot of landing. Of course much of the
rocky crust of Petronius would burn away
during entry. When the sapphire core hits, the
foam mountain will shatter and melt. The impact
energy will be turned into heat and spread out
safely over a large area of the desert."



Mr. Swift and Dr. Volenti exclaimed
their approval of Tom's plan.



"Son, this gives us a real hope of staving
off disaster!"



"I see no reason why the plan won't
work," the astronomer chimed in, "providing
our calculations are sufficiently precise."



"Does the Defense Department know of
the danger yet, Dad?" Tom asked.



"Yes, we notified Washington early
today, but we'd better call again and explain
your plan."



"How long before Petronius hits?"



"Ten days by our estimate," Mr. Swift
replied.



Tom gave a worried whistle. "Then we'd
better get cooking fast!"



The young inventor hurried to his
laboratory and plunged frantically into work. He
decided that four super-powerful repelatrons
would be required for the planetoid landing.
These and the Durabuoy mountain posed no
technical problems. "Hank Sterling and Arv can
handle them," Tom decided. He called the two
into his laboratory and explained the
requirements.



"With round-the-clock shifts, we can
have the repelatrons ready in a week or so,"
Hank promised. "Where's the landing to take
place?"



"The Great Salt Lake Desert in Utah."



After Hank and Arv had left, Tom turned
his attention to the Durathermor equipment and
electronic gear needed for the planetoid
operation. Scarcely pausing to nibble lunch from
a tray, he worked on through the day. It was
almost midnight when Tom finally left his
drawing board and went to bed.



By the following Monday every item was
blueprinted and under construction. Meanwhile,
Bartonia—the planetoid on which the Swift
space voyagers hoped to orbit around the
sun—was swinging ever closer to earth.



"Dad, there's not much I can do for the
next few days," Tom said, striding restlessly
about the office. "Why don't I take off for
Bartonia and get our solarnauts launched? The
supplies are ready and the men are just standing
by."



Mr. Swift agreed. Excitement soared on
Fearing when word of the launch was passed
among the space crews. Take-off was set for six
o'clock Wednesday morning.



On Tuesday evening Chow hosted a
huge Texas-style barbecue at the rocket base.
Sandy and Phyl attended, as well as a few close
friends and relatives of the solarnauts. In spite of
the fun and dancing, everyone was aware that the
space voyagers would soon be gone from earth
for almost three years.



After the guests had gone, Tom
addressed the men privately. "If anyone has
changed his mind and wants to back out of this
cruise, now's the time to speak up."



Tom paused and looked around. No one
spoke. One by one, the solarnauts' faces broke
into grins as the silence lengthened.



"We'd be crazy to back out now,
skipper," said Curly Morgan. "Think of that
three years' pay we'll have waiting for us when
we get home!"



They all burst out laughing, and another
crewman added, "And don't forget our share of
the sapphire, skipper!"



"You'll get it," Tom promised, "if we
manage to land Petronius safely." The crewmen
cheered.



Next morning the Challenger took off.
Three cargo capsules loaded with supplies had
been fired into orbit the day before. Tom's
spacecraft took these in tow and soared off
toward the distant planetoid.



The ship accelerated at a constant rate of
one G. By the time it reached the halfway point,
the Challenger was streaking through space at
blinding, cometlike speed. For the rest of the
trip, it decelerated at the same smooth rate.



Early in the afternoon the craft reached
Bartonia. Though barely ten miles wide, the new
planetoid seemed vast, compared to tiny
Petronius. Its crags and ranges were taller and
here and there rock formations were streaked
with rust red, ocher yellow, and steel blue that
stood out brightly in the sunlight against the
black, star-studded void of space. Nevertheless,
the men were grimly aware that their new home
was a dead, airless world.



"Looks mighty barren for us to live
on!" remarked a crewman named Joe Fenner.



[image: “Looks mighty barren for us to live on!” a crewman remarked]

Vic Lane clapped him on the back.
"Cheer up! We'll soon gouge out a cozy little
nest. If you like, we can even hang some chintz
curtains!"



Bartonia was turning slowly on its axis.
But Tom told Chow that he did not plan to
tamper with its spin. "You won't even notice the
motion when you're standing on the surface in
magnetic boots," he explained. "And once a
living space has been tunneled out inside, the
spin will provide an artificial gravity."



Chow squinted in puzzlement. "How
come, Tom?"



"Well, it's like twirling a weight on the
end of a string. The weight tends to fly
outward."



"Yep. That's what pulls the string taut."



"Same thing inside the living space. The
men will feel an outward pull. So it'll be just the
opposite of a cave back on earth. There, you're
always being tugged inward by gravity toward
the center of the earth. Here, you'll be pulled
outward, so you'll walk around with your head
pointing toward the center of the planetoid."



"Brand my biscuits, it don't sound
natural!"



Tom picked out a long, level valley and
the Challenger glided in to a gentle landing with
its tow train of cargo capsules. All the craft were
securely moored. Then Chow served a hearty
meal and the job of unloading began. The empty
capsules would be the solarnauts' cabins until
the work of tunneling was completed.



Meanwhile, a scouting party headed by
Vic Lane had discovered a shallow cave in the
rock wall of the valley. He suggested to Tom
that it be used as a starting point for the
excavation.



"Good idea, Vic. That'll save us some
digging. We'll just push the tunnel on through
the cave."



The blaster was moved into the cavern
and aimed at a downward slant. Tom
programmed its steering controls and switched
on power. A torrent of ground-up rock spewed
from the cave as the blaster began burrowing
underground.



Minutes later, the stream of grit and
debris stopped abruptly. Tom fingered the
control knobs but could get no response.



"Don't tell me we've struck sapphire
again!" Bud joked over his suit radio.



"Not this time," Tom replied anxiously.
"I can't even get the blaster to back up."



"Stay put, skipper. I'll go see what's
wrong." Taking a powerful flashlight, Bud
strode into the cave and entered the tunnel
opening. Presently he radioed, "The blaster's
nowhere in sight. Just darkness ahead....Wait a
minute. The tunnel seems to be—"



His voice broke off in a sudden startled
cry!



"Bud! What's wrong?" Tom called.



There was no answer!







18. UNDERGROUND ICEBOX




TOM repeated his call. Still Bud gave no
reply. The solarnauts looked at Tom tensely.



"I'll go down and find out what
happened to him," the young inventor said
grimly over his suit radio.



"No need for that, skipper. You stay
here," Vic Lane urged. "I'll go."



He started into the cave, but Tom quickly
intercepted him. "Vic, I'd better handle this.
Thanks just the same. If Bud's in trouble, he'll
be expecting me to come after him."



"Sure, Tom. I understand." Lane
handed over his light.



Tom entered the cave and, stooping low,
made his way into the tunnel. The floor sloped
gently downward, then leveled out. Tom probed
the way with his flashlight beam. Ahead lay
nothing but darkness.



"Bud!...Bud, do you read me?"



Again no answer. Tom fought down a
surge of fear for his pal's safety. What could
have happened to Bud?



"The tunnel must end soon," Tom
thought. "The blaster can't have dug much
farther than—"



He stopped short with a gasp. The tunnel
did indeed come to an end just a few paces
ahead! Beyond lay a vast emptiness. "We must
have struck an underground cavern!" Tom
realized.



Cautiously he moved closer to the brink
and played his flashlight beam downward. From
the point where he was standing, there was a
sheer drop of at least twenty feet. Yet neither
Bud nor the blaster were anywhere in sight
below!



Suddenly Tom realized his mistake.
"Good grief! I'm forgetting about Bartonia's
spin. Centrifugal force would throw them
upward!"



He swung his beam to the ceiling of the
enormous cavern. Sure enough, there "lay" Bud
and the blaster!



The very weirdness of the situation
brought a nervous chuckle to Tom's lips. It was
stifled immediately by worry for Bud. "Hope he
hasn't taken too bad a jolt!"



With his magnetic boots clinging to the
iron-ored rock, Tom clambered out of the tunnel
and spidered his way to the upper surface of the
cavern. Bud had already begun to stir. He
opened his eyes as Tom shook him gently.



"Hey! What're you doing here,
skipper?"



"Came to find you, fly-boy. It seems
you took a slight tumble."



"You're so right." Bud shook his head
to clear it, then looked around to get his bearings
"Now I remember. I fell up!"



Bud explained that when he came to the
end of the tunnel, he had dropped to his hands
and knees in order to peer over the brink as he
played his beam around the cavern. "That was a
big mistake. Once my boots were no longer
gripping the rock, centrifugal force tossed me
right up here to the ceiling—or should I say
floor?"



"Take your choice, I guess," Tom
answered with a wry grin. "Inside Bartonia, up
is really down. The same thing must have
happened to the blaster. Once it broke through
into the cavern, it fell 'up,' just as you did."



"Man, this is really topsy-turvyville!"



The two boys shone their flashlights
around the enormous underground chamber.
Tom judged it to be over two hundred feet long,
and at least thirty feet from top to bottom. His
attention was caught by wide veins of a clear
crystalline substance which streaked the rock
walls.



"What is it?" Bud asked. "Quartz?"



Tom frowned. "I think not." Taking a
small geologist's pick which was strapped to his
space suit, Tom chipped away some of the
material. Excitement stirred in him as he studied
the sample. "Come on, Bud! Let's go topside!"



The boys hurried back through the
tunnel and out of the drill-site cave into the
dazzling sunlight. The waiting crewmen, who
had overheard their conversation on radio,
gathered around to ask questions.



Tom was too interested in the crystalline
sample to answer. It had begun to steam and
give off vapor. A film of moisture was forming
on its surface.



"What is that stuff?" Curly Morgan
inquired.



Tom grinned. "Don't you recognize ice
when you see it?"



"Ice?" Bud echoed. "Jumpin' jets! And
that cavern down below is loaded with it!"



"Let's go back to the Challenger and
make sure," Tom suggested.



All hands accompanied the boys to the
ship. Tom made a quick chemical check which
confirmed his theory.



"What a break!" he cried to the
solarnauts. "I'll bet there's enough

H2O
down
there to supply your water requirements for the
whole voyage! And we won't even have to do
any more drilling. That cavern is big enough for
your living quarters and work space combined!"



Work was started at once to convert the
huge underground chamber into a permanent
home for the space voyagers. A bank of Tom's
solar-charged batteries was taken below to
provide electrical power for lighting and
machinery. A prefab air lock was soon rigged at
the inner end of the tunnel. Then tanks of
compressed air were opened to fill the cavern
with a breathable atmosphere.



"Home, sweet home!" Joe Fenner
exclaimed as he removed his space helmet.
"Break out those chintz curtains, Vic!"



Later, while Tom and the others were
enjoying a meal aboard the Challenger, Mr.
Swift radioed urgently from earth.



"Tom, you'd better come back at once!
Petronius is becoming very brilliant as it grazes
our atmosphere. People are beginning to panic."



"Has Washington given out the whole
story?" Tom asked.



"Yes. They had to make a full
announcement to allay public alarm before
foreign astronomers broke the news. There are
still forty-eight hours to go, but I think it may
help to preserve calm if you're here taking
personal charge of the preparations. Millions of
citizens know their lives depend on your plan."



"Okay, Dad. I'll take off as soon as we
clean up a few more details here."



Within two hours Tom, Bud, Chow, and
the ship's regular crew were bidding "So
long!" to the solarnauts and promising to return
soon. The Challenger zoomed away from
Bartonia and headed back to earth along a
Hohmann Transfer trajectory.



Instead of landing at the rocket base on
Fearing Island, Tom set the huge spaceship
down on the Great Salt Lake Desert, near the site
where he hoped to bring Petronius to earth. The
scene was bustling with activity.



Two odd-looking helicopters were
skimming back and forth, each squirting out a
ribbon of Durabuoy, like toothpaste from a tube.
Tom told Chow this was to build up a huge flat-topped mountain of the white plastic foam. The
young inventor had used similar craft to lay an
aerial road above the Ngombian jungle in Africa,
as related in Tom Swift and His Repelatron
Skyway.



"Nice going, Arv!" Tom told his
assistant. "Looks as if you've almost finished."



"A few more hours should do it,
skipper."



Hank Sterling was supervising the final
steps of installation of four immensely powerful
repelatrons. These were set in sturdy concrete
towers—one near each corner of the mountain.



Several hundred yards away, an
underground control bunker had been
constructed, beneath the gray desert flats. It had
double walls of reinforced concrete, with
insulating layers of asbestalon and Tomasite
between them. Chow and Bud accompanied
Tom as he inspected the bunker.



"How come you don't jest dump ole
Planetoid Pete down in the ocean, boss?" Chow
asked.



"That wouldn't do much good, I'm
afraid," Tom said. "The splash-down would
cause terrific tidal waves, and they'd probably be
just as destructive as an H-bomb."



Tom spent the next day checking out all
electronic gear and the Durathermor equipment.
The latter, stowed in two large cone-shaped
drums, was loaded aboard the Challenger.



The following morning tension ran high
at the desert site. By nightfall a fantastic and
breathtaking spectacle would begin to unfold in
the western sky. Could Tom's plan prevent a
horrible disaster when Petronius plunged to
earth?



In the observatory dome at Shopton, Mr.
Swift and Dr. Volenti had been keeping a steady
watch on the planetoid as it sank lower into the
atmosphere on each orbit. Tom ate a hasty
breakfast with the crew, then radioed his father.



"Any new developments, Dad?"



"Nothing important," Mr. Swift replied.
"We're plotting Petronius's trajectory as it
moves along, and feeding minor corrections into
our computers. It should start to fall soon after
sunset."



"Okay. I'm taking off to plant the
Durathermor gear. Give my best to Mother and
Sandy."



"I will, son. And good luck. We'll all be
pulling for you."



Soon the Challenger was zooming aloft.
Tom steered it into orbit alongside the tiny,
hurtling planetoid, then landed gently. Two holes
were bored through the rocky crust—one at the
stern end of Petronius, the other in the side
facing away from earth. The Durathermor drums
were lowered into the holes and firmly anchored
against the sapphire core. Finally a thrust
chamber was drilled into the planetoid's nose
and filled with rocket fuel.



Sunset was reddening the sky as Tom's
spaceship landed again on the Great Salt Lake
Desert. The young inventor made a hasty, last-minute check of all preparations, then retired into
the control bunker with his crew.



All eyes focused on a huge monitor
screen, to which a picture of Petronius was being
transmitted from the space prober at Shopton.
The planetoid was again glowing brightly as it
dipped into the fringes of the atmosphere on its
final orbit.



Suddenly a red light flashed on the
control board. "The five-minute alert!" Tom
murmured. A clock hand began ticking away the
seconds of countdown.



Tom's heart pounded as his finger
poised over the firing button. Would his plan
succeed?







19. A FLAMING TOUCHDOWN




A BUZZER rang shrilly as the
countdown reached zero. Tom's finger stabbed
the firing button.



On the megascope monitor screen, the
watchers saw a tremendous geyser of fire spout
from the forward end of the hurtling planetoid.



"There goes the braking rocket!" Bud
cried.



Long, flat white streamers were shooting
from the stern of Petronius. They fanned out in
a circular pattern like the slender petals of some
gigantic sky flower.



"What in tarnation are them things?"
Chow gasped.



"Those form the drogue chute," Tom
told him. "They're to help the rocket blast slow
down the planetoid."



"Brand my space suit, I never seen a
parachute like that before! Don't hardly seem
like they could do any good at all."



"They do, though. They're what's
known as a ribbon chute. Actually, it's the only
kind practical for a colossal job like that."



As he spoke, Tom was intently watching
his bank of instruments. The negative thrust of
the rocket blast and the drag effect of the ribbon
chute against the atmosphere had slowed the
plunging rock mass abruptly. The intense heat
of friction bathed Petronius and its streamers in
a glowing ball of air plasma.



Now the planetoid's path was steepening
into a sheer fall. Tom switched on power to the
four mighty repelatrons. On the landing monitor
screen, he could see their antenna dishes tilt and
turn as infrared sensors zeroed them in precisely
on the fireball. Four green lights flashed on the
control panel as the repelatron beams locked on
target.



"We've speared it!" Hank exulted.



A radar slave computer was feeding
figures on Petronius's velocity to a readout
counter. Tom's spirits soared as he saw how the
planetoid's fall was being braked still more by
the repulsion beams.



"Its speed will pick up again, though, on
the way down," he warned Chow and Bud.
"Gravity will be accelerating it all the way."



Tense silence reigned in the bunker while
all eyes followed the fireball's descent. On the
local TV monitor screen, which showed the night
sky directly over the desert site, a fiery splotch
of light was growing larger and larger. The
close-up image, transmitted from the megascope
space prober, showed the ghostly outline of
Petronius wrapped in a cocoon of flame. Tom
could see that more and more of its rocky crust
was being burned away.



"How soon will you deploy the wing,
skipper?" Arv Hanson asked.



"At approximately fifty miles' altitude."



Tom thought of the myriad people who
must be watching the fireball with their naked
eyes or through telescopes or binoculars. By
now the fiery spectacle would be visible over
much of the western United States and Canada.



Many of the sky watchers, Tom realized,
must be praying through fear or hope. Countless
millions more around the world were glued to
their TV sets and radios. A moment-by-moment
account was being broadcast from Enterprises'
observatory, along with the transmitted picture
from the space prober.



"The ribbon chute's almost gone," Bud
remarked tensely. Only frayed wisps of the
streamers could be seen. The rest had been
consumed in the fiery plasma.



Tom studied the instrument dials
showing Petronius's velocity, altitude, and
temperature as gauged by radar and infrared
sensor. "Here goes the Duratherm Wing!" he
announced as he pressed a triggering button.



A glittering silver-white sheath billowed
out above the flame-wrapped planetoid. The
group in the bunker watched breathlessly as the
vast Duratherm Wing took form. Arrow-shaped
and four thousand feet long, it was rooted to
Petronius by a thick mount.



"Great splutterin' spooks!" Chow
gulped in awe. "It's like seein' an elephant
fly!"



"But that thing's a lot bigger than any
elephant!" Bud said.



"And we've yet to see how much flying
it'll do," Tom added. His pulse was racing
feverishly. The most crucial part of the job lay
ahead. The readout counters were clicking off
trajectory figures. "For a pinpoint landing, I'll
have to veer Petronius northward by two and a
half degrees and flatten its glide angle almost
four degrees."



"What happens if you overshoot or
undershoot?" Bud asked.



"The wing mount carries a small
explosive charge. At worst I can always blow the
wing." Tom's fingers twirled the bimetal
control knobs. On the monitor screen, the wing
tips began to curve—one up, one down—as the
nose lifted.



"She's banking, Tom!" Bud cried out.



Slowly but surely, the planetoid was
tilting and shifting course. Tom's lips shaped
the ghost of a grin. No doubt about it, he was
bringing in Petronius dead on target!



As the planetoid's plunge continued, he
made two more delicate corrections. Perspiration
beaded Tom's forehead. Only seconds remained
before the streaking mass would crash to earth.
The watchers in the bunker froze in suspense.



The impact came like an earthquake!
Some of the men were flung off their feet.
Others managed to stay upright by clawing the
wall or clinging to equipment. The pictures on
the monitor screens wavered and flaked into
snow—but not before Tom had seen the
planetoid strike the mountain.



[image: The impact came like an earthquake!]

The hardened white foam seemed to
billow outward in a glowing, fiery cloud as it
absorbed the tremendous impact energy. In the
same instant, the remaining shell of rock crust
shattered and fragmented, exposing the huge
blue core of sapphire!



There was a long, heart-gripping interval
while the earth tremor died away. The group in
the bunker exchanged awed, triumphant glances.



"You did it, skipper!" Hank said
huskily.



"Can we go out and take a look?" Bud
asked.



Tom shook his head, still breathless with
relief and excitement. "Not yet. We'd better
wait till the heat wave cools off."



He watched the outside-air temperature
gauge. Slowly the needle sank back to normal.



"Okay. It should be safe enough out
there now." Tom pressed a button. A steel
shutter in the roof of the bunker slid open.



The eager group swarmed up the short
flight of stone steps to ground level. One by one,
they stopped in sheer amazement at the sight that
met their eyes. The heavy-lensed floodlights,
shock-mounted in the desert floor, were still
blazing. In their brilliant radiance, the enormous
sky sapphire seemed to glow with blue fire!



"Man! Think how that would look if it
were cut and polished!" Arv gasped.



The giant jewel was resting on a low
mound of the heat-fused Durabuoy foam. But
the huge wing, almost intact, still extended above
it like a canopy.



"The flying sapphire!" Bud murmured.



A radio signal buzzed in the bunker.
Tom went below to answer. His father was
calling from Shopton.



"Congratulations son! I—I hardly know
what to say. You've performed a tremendous
feat—and a tremendous service to your
country!"



"Thanks, Dad. Everything went so
smoothly, I can hardly believe it. Has any
damage been reported?"



"No, except that a newsman got word on
the wire of windows being shattered in Salt Lake
City. Seismographs picked up the shock, of
course, but it damped out pretty quickly....Hold
on a second, son."



There was a pause. Then Mr. Swift's
voice came back, tense with excitement. "Harlan
Ames just received some news. I'll let him tell
you about it."



The security chief cut in. "Tom, wait'll
you hear this! Thurston of the CIA just phoned
me. A Navy task force has captured the base of
the Point Sparta raiders!"



Tom was startled and thrilled by the
news. "Where, Harlan?"



"On a small South Pacific island. An
aircraft carrier happened to pick up some odd
radio signals. One of their planes homed in on
the source and got knocked down. The whole
layout was incredibly well camouflaged, but they
sent Marines ashore and mopped up the place."



"Is the Navy sure the base belonged to
the raiders?"



"No doubt about it," Ames replied.
"They found Frank Kolp there—a prisoner of
his own gang!"



"Kolp? The man who contacted Chow
about the sapphire?"



"That's right—except that his real name is
Klupitz. He was a member of the raiders. As
you guessed, he was the one who tossed the
grenade with the message. And his meeting with
Chow was just a smoke screen. You were the
one he hoped to get in touch with, but he didn't
dare contact you too openly until he'd sounded
out the situation. As it was, Hufer got suspicious
and squealed on him to the gang."



"Did the Navy force capture Hufer,
too?" Tom asked.



"Not yet. Listen, Tom—we may not
have much time to talk! Kolp says the raiders
were the ones who moved Petronius. They
hoped to establish a planetoid base from which
they could dominate the earth. Then they got
wind of the Swift project and were afraid it
would spoil their plans. That's why they tried so
hard to get you out of the way. Now they're
about to try again!"



"What do you mean, Harlan?"



"Kolp claims the raiders took off in their
rocket ship just before the Navy showed up. He
says they're heading to your desert site to seize
the sapphire! They may already be—"



A sudden blare of static over the
loudspeaker drowned Ames's voice completely.
Tom adjusted the radio frantically but was
unable to tune out the noise.



"Someone's jamming us!" he realized.



Shouts of excitement arose outside the
bunker. "Tom! Come and look!" Bud yelled.



Tom dashed to the top of the steps just in
time to see a sleek, winged rocket ship zoom in
low. It glided across the desert flats and stopped
near the huge sapphire. The craft bore the globe-and-lightning-bolt emblem of the raiders!



Before Tom and his men could take
cover, a voice boomed from an electronic
amplifier aboard the ship:



"Don't move! Resistance is useless! We
have come to blast the sapphire into fragments
and carry off as much as we can transport. If
you surrender and cooperate, no one will be
harmed. But at the first sign of trouble every
one of you will be ruthlessly wiped out!"



Heavily armed raiders began to swarm
out of the rocket ship!







20. A WINGDING BATTLE




TOM had little faith in the promises of
the enemy captain. The gang was not likely to
leave witnesses behind to tell of their latest raid.
Nor would they refrain from vengeance on Tom
Swift—the one who had done most to thwart
their scheme for a planetoid military base.



The young inventor's mind raced as he
tried to think of a way to stop the gang.
Suddenly he knew how to outwit them!



The armed raiders had paused, holding
their weapons at the ready as they covered the
Swift crewmen. Apparently they were waiting
for their captain to emerge from the ship.



An instant later he stepped out through
the air-lock hatch—a tall, powerfully built man,
spade-bearded, and clad from head to toe in the
masked black uniform of the gang. Only gold
epaulets and a holstered side arm distinguished
him from the others.



"It's now or never!" Tom thought
tensely. "I'll have to move while they're still
close to the jewel!"



The cluster of crewmen partly screened
Tom from the gang's view. He leaped down into
the bunker and reached the control panel in two
quick steps. His hand shot out and jabbed the
triggering button for the explosive wing mount.



Bang! A sharp report echoed through the
night air outside the bunker. It was followed by
a chorus of shouts. Tom bounded up the steps
to ground level.



"Skipper! You're terrific!" Bud yelled
in a frenzy. "Man, you really lowered the boom
on them!"



As the mount shattered from the small
explosion, the huge wing had been ejected
backward. It had landed flat on the raiders and
their rocket ship, pinning them effectively under
its blanketing span!



"Come on—before they get free!"
Hank Sterling ordered as the Swift crewmen
charged forward. Bud grabbed Tom's arm and
the two boys ran to join the attack.



Several of the stunned raiders were
striving to crawl out from under the wreckage.
Their weapons were wrenched away by Hank,
Arv, and the others. One invader who tried to
resist was knocked sprawling by a blow from
Arv's ham-sized fist. The others surrendered
hastily when they found themselves looking
down the business ends of their own weapons.



"Tie their hands!" Tom ordered.
"We'll have to rig some kind of power hoist to
raise this wing!"



Hank Sterling took charge of the
hoisting operation. With an improvised derrick,
he purposely raised one side of the huge wing
just enough to let the trapped raiders worm their
way out on all fours.



Arv and two others stood by with
weapons in case any of the prisoners showed
fight. None did, although the bearded captain
glared in red-faced rage.



"Who are you?" Tom asked, impressed
by the sheer scope and boldness of the raiders'
plot to dominate earth. The officer grunted
contemptuously.



Arv jammed a weapon into his ribs.
"Speak up, mister!"



"The name is Kharkov—Gregor
Kharkov."



Tom gasped in surprise. He recognized
the name at once as that of an outstanding
Eastern European scientist who had become a
political fugitive from his own country.



The scene was interrupted as several
planes droned into view in the night sky. They
proved to be Air Force fighters, escorting a
transport loaded with airborne troops. The units
had been dispatched in response to Kolp's
warning. Tom found out later that the raiders'
highly sophisticated radar-jamming gear had
enabled their craft to slip down from space
undetected.



"You made an even bigger haul tonight
than anyone expected, Tom," Colonel Wayne
said as his men took charge of the prisoners.
"This outfit posed a real threat to world peace. I
imagine our Pentagon experts will find plenty to
interest them aboard that rocket ship."



Next afternoon at Enterprises Tom
gleaned a full report on the raiders from Harlan
Ames.



"One of the prisoners turned out to be
Hufer," the security chief said. "He was the one
responsible for most of the trouble in and
around Shopton. Several of the prisoners have
talked freely and the Navy has also transmitted a
full statement by Kolp. He's now on a Navy
hospital ship, by the way, recovering from the
torture he received when the gang learned he was
ready to come over to you. All in all, we can
pretty well piece together the whole story."



The raiders had used H-bombs to knock
Petronius into earth orbit, intending to use it as
an aggressive military base. When they learned
through Washington gossip that Mr. Swift was
discussing a planetoid project with the
government space agency, Kharkov immediately
devised a plot to block it.



The plot consisted of raiding the Point
Sparta base and then framing Tom Swift Jr. as
the supposed mastermind behind the attack.



"He figured the government would never
let Swift Enterprises proceed with the project if
he could stir up enough controversy," Ames
explained. "When that failed, Hufer tried to get
you with the infected flies, and then with the
acid-spray device and laser camera."



"What about Glinko?" Tom asked.



"He was a member of the gang. His
specialty was technical espionage. He still hasn't
recovered from that mind drug, but I think we
can guess what happened. When you showed up
at the FBI office, he panicked and assumed we
were on the verge of cracking their whole
planetoid scheme. So he swallowed the drug to
keep us from prying out any more clues."



"How did Kolp get that hunk of
sapphire he showed Chow?" Tom asked.



"Apparently it cracked loose from the
planetoid core while the raiders were drilling a
thrust chamber for the H-bombs. Kolp picked it
up and didn't tell anyone in the gang about his
discovery. He knew that Kharkov would
commandeer the whole prize for gang
operations. Kolp preferred to get rich on his
own.



"So he decided to contact you," Ames
continued. "He was confident that you could
devise a way to mine the sapphire, and he
figured you would cut him in for a big share in
exchange for betraying the raiders' plan. But he
was afraid to approach you openly. Instead, he
wrote to Chow after being sent to Shopton to
keep a watch on Enterprises."



"How did the gang get wise to his
plans?" Tom asked.



"Something he said or did roused
Kharkov's suspicions. So Kharkov ordered
Hufer to check up on Kolp. Hufer witnessed the
meeting at the restaurant and later trailed Chow.
During the tussle at the park, he saw the
sapphire fall out of Chow's pocket and came
back to get it. Then the gang put pressure on
Kolp and forced out the whole story about the
sapphire deposit on Petronius."



Tom grinned wryly. "So when the news
came out about my plan to land the planetoid,
they decided to snatch this jewel, eh?"



"Right. Incidentally, it was also Hufer
who tossed that bomb at the Thor Astronautics
plant. He'd seen Teek's interview in the paper
and hoped you might be incriminated in the
bombing."



"Has Henshaw Teek been told yet?"
Tom asked.



"Definitely." Ames chuckled. "Now
he's trumpeting your praises to the press and
claiming he knew all along you were a boy
genius!"



Two days later Tom, Bud, and Mr. Swift
took off from Fearing Island for a final
inspection trip to Bartonia. Again the Challenger
towed behind it three loaded cargo capsules.
When the space supply train landed on the
planetoid, the boys found that considerable
changes had already taken place.



The underground chamber had been
converted into comfortable living quarters, with
bunks, galley, recreation area, and workshop. Air
recycling equipment had been installed and
tanks laid out for hydroponic farming. There
was even a television screen for viewing
programs relayed from the Swifts' space
outpost.



The first three cargo capsules had been
set aside as special research laboratories. Among
the supplies brought on the second trip was a
large telescope and complete equipment for an
astronomical observatory. Mr. Swift was much
impressed by what he saw.



"Well, gentlemen," he told the
solarnauts, "you seem to be well prepared for
the greatest voyage of exploration in man's
conquest of space."



"We'll sure log the most flight time!"
Curly Morgan said with a chuckle. "Almost
three years!"



"We'll be in constant touch with you,"
Tom promised, "and the Challenger will make
other trips to Bartonia. I have an idea our space
friends will be keeping an eye on you, too."



As the Challenger zoomed back toward
earth, Bud mused thoughtfully, "You got the
biggest jewel in history from Petronius, skipper.
What do you suppose the solarnauts will bring
back from Bartonia?"



"Something a lot more precious than
jewels, Bud. Knowledge." Tom paused as he
gazed out the pilot window into the vast, star-twinkling void of space. "You know, fly-boy, I
can hardly wait for our next space cruise. Think
of all the worlds still to be conquered out
there!"



Before the Challenger's next flight,
however, the young inventor was to find himself
drawn into a thrilling adventure on his own
planet, Tom Swift and His G-Force Inverter.



"This space-hopping's great stuff, all
right," Bud agreed, "but how does this grab
you, skipper? Soon as we get back to terra firma,
let's fix up a date at the shore with Sandy and
Phyl and hop a couple of surfboards!"



Fig10.png
et u0LoL0urss et [O gl 000000 e 00 0o &8s
Le L Cb U OLe ¢t |[THIRD] vov ecee s o s e bao
FLELLeEMLULE LS 0CUOUOEL LEUELS GE
cvetC e s nsan g -

, B B
\\“'/:f/’) "‘ x
\} i \ Vi v
«/.NH\\
A B
SR

‘\\ \\&
‘/ gm“‘\\\\\

The impact came like an earthquake!





cover.jpeg
“THE NEW TOM SWIFT JR. ADVENTURES

TOM SWIFT
. candthe | L
CAPTIVE PI:ANETU[D






Frontispiece.png
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Bud dived headlong at the raider
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Both boys flung themselves down on the floor
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With a vroom the motorcycle shot off
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A fiery red needlelike beam lanced out from both ends of the camera!





Fig9.png
{}JNI Ly -
Tary } T4

: _ ) RS P d I S
“Looks mighty barren for us to live on!”
a crewman remarked






