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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







The Extra Man


Frozen in space and preserved for two centuries until found and resurrected by a miracle of science, Rosslyn awoke to a civilisation beyond his wildest imaginings. Women ruled the world, guided solely by the predictions of a tremendous and frightening computer that determined the actions of an entire world with devastating accuracy. Into this perfect civilisation Rosslyn came – and the impact of his presence brought near chaos. He had to be assimilated – or eliminated.


The Space-Born


Far from Earth, on a ship carrying distant descendants from the original crew, life is short. You are born, learn the tasks needed to keep the ship running, help breed and train the next crew, then your death is ordered by the computer in charge. Gregson, chief of the psych-police, makes sure the computer’s death-sentences are carried out quickly and painlessly. His duty is a sacred trust. He knows the intricacies of the system, how it works … and how it can be subverted. He is growing old. Rebellious. He also knows his name will soon come up in the computer for elimination. And he has no intention of carrying out his own death-sentence!


Fires of Satan


Imagine a day, not too far from today, when you pick up the newspapers to find them free of the usual accounts of crime, corruption, violence and war. There’s no politics or politicians, no sporting results, speculation or scandal. There is only the asteroid: newly-discovered, enormous and on a collision course with Earth. Imagine a time, not too far from today, when the world itself stands helpless before the Fires of Satan.




INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Edwin Charles Tubb (1919–2010) was a UK writer and editor who was also active for many years in Fandom, beginning in the 1930s with the Science Fiction Association; in 1958 he was both a founder member of the British Science Fiction Association and the first editor of its critical journal Vector. Meanwhile, Tubb had begun publishing sf, with ‘No Short Cuts’ in New Worlds for Summer 1951, and for the next half decade or so produced a great amount of fiction, in UK magazines and in book form, under his own name and under many pseudonyms.


His total output is in excess of 130 novels and 230 short stories. Of his many pseudonyms, those known to have been used for book titles of sf interest include Charles Grey, Gregory Kern, Carl Maddox, Edward Thompson and the House Names Volsted Gridban, Gill Hunt, King Lang, Arthur Maclean, Brian Shaw and Roy Sheldon. At least fifty further names were used for magazine stories only. His first sf novels were pseudonymous: Saturn Patrol (1951) as by King Lang, Planetfall (1951) as by Gill Hunt, ‘Argentis’ (1952) as by Brian Shaw and Alien Universe (1952 chap) as by Volsted Gridban. He soon began publishing under his own name, with Alien Impact (1952) and Atom War on Mars (1952), though his best work in these very early years was probably published as by Charles Grey, beginning with The Wall (1953). Of his enormous output of magazine fiction, the Dusty Dribble stories in Authentic Science Fiction (1955–1956) stand out; Tubb also edited Authentic from February 1956 to its demise in October 1957. After the mid-1950s, his production moderated somewhat, and he wrote relatively few stories after 1960 or so, but he remained a prolific author of consistently readable Space Operas until the early 1980s, and could have continued indefinitely had the market for adventure sf not collapsed. Readers’ taste for adventure sf was now being satisfied by novels tied to Star Trek, Star Wars and other franchises.


With Enterprise 2115 (1954; later published as The Extra Man in 2000) (see below) and Alien Dust (1955), Tubb began to produce more sustained adventure tales, solidly told, memorably plotted, arousing. The Space-Born (1956) (see below) is a crisp Generation Starship tale. These novels all display a convincing expertise in the use of the language and themes of Pulp-magazine sf, though stripped of some of its pre-War excesses. But Tubb always resisted the strictures of American Hard SF; the comparatively sober Moon Base (1964) comes as close to the nitty-gritty of the Near Future as he was ever inclined to go.


The next decade saw relatively few Tubb titles, until the start of the long series for which he remains best known, the Dumarest books beginning with The Winds of Gath (1967) and terminating abruptly, after thirty-one instalments, with The Temple of Truth (1985), before the climax of the series had been reached. Tubb had himself planned to bring Dumarest to a relatively early conclusion, but Donald A. Wollheim of DAW Books persuaded him to eke it out; unfortunately – and in fact very strangely – the series was cut short by his successors as soon as Wollheim died, leaving the firm in possession of a truncated epic, which was duly allowed to go out of print. Tubb had in fact written a further volume, which was first published in French under the title Le Retour (1992); the English-language edition is The Return (1997). The long tale is in fact simple: Earl Dumarest, who features in each volume, persists with soldier-of-fortune fortitude in his long search through the galaxy for lost Earth – the planet on which he was born, and from which he was wrested at an early age – but must battle against the universal belief that Earth is a myth. Inhabited planets are virtually innumerable; the period is some time after the collapse of a Galactic Empire, and everyone speaks the same language; and, as Dumarest moves gradually outwards from Galactic Centre along a spiral arm of stars – a progress through the vast archipelago of planets strongly evocative of the Fantastic Voyages of earlier centuries, and bears some resemblance to the work of his great American contemporary, Jack Vance (1916–2013) – it is clear that he is gradually nearing his goal. The opposition he faces from the Cyclan – a vast organization of passionless humans linked cybernetically to a central organic Computer whose location is unknown – long led readers to assume that the Cyclan HQ was located on Earth, but The Return is inconclusive about this; a further novel Child of Earth (2009), continues the series, but still leaves unresolved Dumarest’s long search for the home base of the Cyclan. Tubb had saved its resolution for the next (perhaps final) book, but he died before it could be written. Though some of the later-middle titles were relatively aimless, Tubb showed consistent skill at prolonging Dumarest’s intense suspense about the outcome of his long quest; and readers who enjoy his singletons may find the thirty-three volumes of Dumarest enticing.


Of the authors who began to work under the extraordinary conditions (low pay, fixed lengths, huge productivity demands) of early 1950s sf in the UK, Tubb and his colleague Kenneth Bulmer (1921–2005) were unique in retaining some of the harum-scarum writing habits of the early days while managing to gain considerable success in the rather tougher American market for sf adventures, as published by firms like Ace Books and DAW Books, whose standards were remarkably high. Though that market did disappear around 1980, Tubb remained moderately active, continuing to write and publish sf in relatively minor markets until his death in 2010, though he made no serious attempt to become a writer of the new (more demanding, and significantly more pretentious) versions of Space Opera that emerged from about 1990 on. But some of his 1950s space operas were as good as any written at the time; by the end of his long career he had probably become the field’s most prolific producer of good sf adventures. He would have thought that high praise; as do his readers.


The first of the three tales selected here, The Extra Man (1954), deals swiftly, and with Tubb’s typical generosity, with Reincarnation, the Superman theme, and Cybernetics, along with a matriarchal Dystopia; though the sustaining narrative – the pilot of the first spaceship returns from frozen sleep to reinvigorate a world gone wrong through its misuse of a prediction-generating computer – hardly seems to allow much justice to be done to any one concept. This may have been a valid comment in 1954, when the pace of sf stories was slower; today, the tale seems to careen along its course at just the right speed. The Space-Born (1956) displays the same deft pell-mell touch. In 1962 it was adapted as a 90-minute television play on French television, and has been widely translated in Europe.


Of real interest to lovers of Tubb’s work is the third novel here presented. Though he had long been semi-retired – partly due to health problems – Tubb never relinquished his love for the field he had worked so hard at satisfying for so long. Fires of Satan is his last work, finished only weeks before he died. An asteroid threatens to destroy our planet. Men leap into space to fight back. What happens next, let an old man greatly experienced in telling tales do his job once more. Let him take us to the very end.


For a more detailed version of the above, see E. C. Tubb’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/tubb_e_c


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




THE EXTRA MAN




INTRODUCTION


by Philip Harbottle


Although The Extra Man was written in the Autumn of 1953, it was not published until November 1954. E. C. Tubb had submitted his manuscript to the newly established UK paperback firm of Milestone Limited, for whom he was regularly writing novels under his ‘Charles Grey’ personal pseudonym. The book was accepted and a cover prepared for early paperback publication. The publishers were so taken with the book that they subsequently decided to publish it in a hardcover format, and asked Tubb to add another chapter to the book, to increase its length. However, in the cavalier fashion of the day, as they had already prepared a cover for The Extra Man, they put this on another book Tubb had sent them in the interim, discarding its correct title, and this quite different book was issued under the wrong title in February 1954. When the genuine The Extra Man was eventually published in its lengthened version in November 1954, the publisher unaccountably gave it the totally inappropriate title of Enterprise 2115! For this new SF Gateway edition, the original correct title has been restored!


This novel was the last of Tubb’s early ‘pulp’ novels to be published in his prolific ‘mushroom’ period, 1951–1954. In many ways, it can be seen as a transitional work. It is written in a tighter, more controlled manner, but its cool prose is still leavened with occasional flashes of near-poetry:




‘… dim lights gleamed for an instant, gleamed and died like the fading embers of forgotten hope.’





Tubb’s book was written before the actual advent of manned space flight, when, outside of the scientists and military technicians actually working (largely in secret) on rocket research, the conquest of space was still regarded as something of a dream, and an article of faith by science fiction fans. The first man into space was seen as rather a romantic figure, and in his characterisation of Curt Rosslyn, the pioneer space pilot, Tubb conveys something of his own feeling regarding the conquest of space.


The night before his flight into space, Rosslyn, looks at the vessel which is to carry him into history:




‘A space ship.


Curt stared at it as he had stared at it a million times in imagination and in reality.


For him it was the final realisation of ambition, the solid proof that he was not living in a dream. Before him rose the space ship, real, solid, fact. A dream made tangible, a thing of ten thousand hopes and eternal longing from countless men crystallised into something which would finally reach for the stars.


And he was its pilot.’





And after the take-off, Rosslyn:


 


‘… didn’t need to glance out of the ports at the ebon night of space. He didn’t need the sight of the scintillant stars, bright and burning with their cold white fire against the soft velvet of the void. He knew.


Of all men he was the first. The new Columbus. The hero of every boy and man who had ever stared at the sky and wished for wings to travel between the stars.


He was in space.’


Rosslyn’s great friend is the brilliant scientist and computer expert, Comain. He is the designer of his experimental spacecraft, and shares his friend’s longing to open up the space frontier. Physically unable to make the flight himself, he hopes to vicariously share Rosslyn’s glory.


But Tubb had considerable scientific knowledge, and he knew that the romanticised view of space travel disguised the very real technical and engineering difficulties. He knew the dangers, and with uncanny prescience, he postulates an accident in space that clearly anticipated the later real-life Apollo 13 mission. In adopting this realistic, logical approach to space travel, Tubb was almost alone amongst his pulp contemporaries, most of whom saw space flight as akin to a futuristic taxi-ride!


Unlike the crew of Apollo 13, Rosslyn is unable to get back to Earth, and he dies in space. At this point, events parallel the story of Tubb’s other novel of revival from death in space, The Resurrected Man (1954). Years later, Rosslyn’s body is found drifting in space, and is revived by the scientists of a renegade faction of Martian colonists. Over two centuries have passed, and Comain’s computer researches have been misapplied by successive ruthless governments. Earth is now a regimented Matriarchy, ruled by computer prediction!


Rosslyn becomes the willing pawn of the Martian dissidents and is smuggled back to Earth. Everyone is computer indexed—except Rosslyn! As an ‘Extra Man’ and an unknown quantity, he causes havoc. And then—? You simply must read this fast-moving and engrossing story for yourself. Whilst the action is always logical, Tubb also manages to produce a really surprising science fictional twist, which is as satisfying as it is unexpected. Significantly, the quality of the novel was also recognised by American editors, and the book was reprinted in America in 1958 under the more appropriate title of The Mechanical Monarch. It is now deservedly available again as an SF Gateway e-book.


Writing in a major science fiction reference book, The New Encyclopaedia of Science Fiction (1988) the noted critic and academic Stephen H. Goldman recorded that ‘Tubb is, moreover, a master at handling the conventional material of SF. His use of a generation starship in The Space-Born (also reprinted in this present SF Gateway Tubb Omnibus edition) and cybernetics in Enterprise 2115 (aka The Extra Man) … are as good as any to be found in the genre.’


I would certainly not quarrel with this assessment, and thanks to this present volume, modern readers can now judge for themselves. And the even better news for readers is that all of Tubb’s classic science fiction novels are currently being made available as e-books in the ongoing SF Gateway series. Watch out for them, and spread the word … E. C. TUBB, THE GURU OF SPACE ADVENTURE IS BACK!


 


Philip Harbottle,


Wallsend,


October, 2013.




CHAPTER I


From the gentle slope of the foothills Poker Flats stretched like a frozen sea beneath the cold light of a near-full Moon. Shadows blotched the surface, black pools against the grey-white, thrown from swelling dunes and wind-blown rock, collecting in ebon patches and inky channels, etching the unevenness of the desert. They made an odd pattern those shadows, an irregular polka-dot pattern of light and dark, strange, a little alien, almost disturbing in the deep silence of the night.


Watching them, Curt Rosslyn could almost imagine that he was no longer on Earth.


He leaned against a crumbling boulder, a slight man, not tall, not heavily built, but with a litheness and easiness of movement that betrayed hidden strength. Behind him the Organ Mountains reared their jagged crests against the star-shot sky, and far out across the wastes of Poker Flats, dim lights gleamed for an instant, gleamed and died like the fading embers of forgotten hope.


He sighed a little, his grey eyes clouded with dreams as he stared at the shadowed desert and the worn mountains. Mars must be something like this, he thought. Or perhaps the airless craters of the Moon, or even the sun-scorched surface of distant Mercury. He sighed again, tilting his head and staring up towards the burning glory of the heavens, idly tracing the well-remembered constellations.


The Big Dipper, Polaris the Dog Star, and the sprawling length of Draco. The regular shape of Cassiopeia and the angular shape of Andromeda with its misty nebula. Cross-shaped Bootes, and the scintillant cluster of the Pleiades. Glowing Fomalhaut, and the splendour of Vega. Low on the horizon Rigel and Betelgeuse blazed in the glory of Orion, warning of the winter to come, and above all, glowing like a tracery of shimmering gems, the heart-stopping splendour of the Milky Way.


He knew them all, had known them for as long as he could remember, and the familiar constellations felt like old friends. He had squinted at them through the lenses of his first crude telescope. Then, after many weary hours, he had stared at them with the aid of a hand-ground mirror and the extra power of his six-inch reflector had opened new worlds of glory. He had seen the satellites of Jupiter, the transit of Venus and Mercury, studied the ‘canals’ of Mars and walked in imagination on the dusty sea bottoms of the Moon. The Moon! He smiled up at it, winking at the splotched face of the satellite, then, obeying the warning of finely-turned reflexes, turned and stared over the desert.


Light and sound came towards him.


Twin streamers of brilliance stabbed across the desert, dispelling the shadows and ruining the alien atmosphere with the harsh reality of commonsense. The headlights swung and dipped, rose towards the stars and veered from rock and heaped dunes of arid sand. With the approach of the headlights the sound of the jeep sent flat echoes from the age-old heights of the Organ Mountains, and Curt sighed, relaxing against his boulder and fumbling in his pockets for cigarettes.


‘Rosslyn?’


‘Yes.’ Curt threw away his butt and stepped towards the vehicle. ‘Comain?’


‘That’s right.’ A tall, lean, almost emaciated figure unfolded itself from behind the wheel and in the starlight Curt could see the pale face and thick-lensed spectacles of his friend. ‘Time to go back, Curt. I volunteered to collect you, the driver was busy winning a hundred dollar pot.’


‘I could have waited.’ Curt stared at the stars again, almost forgetting that he was no longer alone. ‘Beautiful, aren’t they?’


‘Yes.’ Something in the tall man’s voice made Curt glance at him, then look away. ‘They’re clean and bright and wonderful, Curt – and they’re waiting. New worlds, new peoples, new ideals and cultures. New frontiers, Curt, and we’re on the threshold of opening the way.’


‘Perhaps, but it won’t be for a long time yet.’


‘No, Curt. The first step is always the hardest. First we have to break the gravitational drag, lift a ship from the surface and keep it off. Once we have done that the rest must follow. First a trip around the Moon and back again. Then an actual landing on the satellite. After that, Mars, Venus, even Mercury and Jupiter. It may take time, Curt, but it will be done.’


The tall man fell silent as he stared at the brilliant face of the near-full Moon. Taller than Curt, stoop shouldered, thin-faced and weak-eyed, yet his high forehead and large skull told of the intelligence residing in his ungainly body. His hands were thin and slender, the fingers long and supple, the hands of an artist, an idealist, a dreamer. Ambition burned within him, not the normal ambition of the majority of men, for wealth meant nothing to him, but the relentless ambition of the scholar. He was driven by the twin devils of curiosity and speculation. He wondered, and he built, then wondered again and built afresh. He would never stop until his eyes closed in the final sleep. He was that kind of man.


A thin wind blew across the desert, stirring the sand a little and chilling their blood. Curt shivered, then, as if ashamed of himself, tried to ignore the warnings of his body.


‘Better get back,’ said Comain quietly. ‘You don’t want to catch a cold now.’


‘I won’t.’


‘You shivered and it’s getting colder.’ Comain started towards the jeep. ‘Come on, Curt.’


‘I’m not cold,’ said the slight man irritably. ‘It’s just that they’ve starved me until I don’t own an ounce of fat.’ He stared at his slender arm. ‘Look at me! Just skin and bone with a bit of muscle! I couldn’t knock down a midget, the shape I’m in now.’


‘You know better than that.’ Comain smiled ruefully as he stared at his own arm. ‘You’ve got muscle, trained and developed to a high pitch of efficiency. Me?’ He bit his lip and continued towards the vehicle. ‘What do I need brawn for?’


‘You don’t.’ Curt fell into step with the tall man and their feet scuffed against the desert as they walked towards the silent jeep. ‘And neither do I. Not with all those gadgets you built. Why, man, all I have to do is to press buttons. Those things you fitted should be able to operate the ship on their own.’


‘The servo mechanisms?’ Comain smiled. ‘They will help but they can only do what you direct them to do. The final decision must be yours.’


He halted by the side of the jeep and folded his long body behind the wheel. Curt sat beside him, then, as they began jolting over the desert, clung to the metal frame of the windscreen.


‘You know,’ he said above the whine of the engine. ‘I should have thought it possible to build a robot pilot for the first ship. Could you do that?’


‘Yes.’ Comain stared before him, his weak eyes narrowed a little as he steered the vehicle over the undulating sand. He wasn’t deceived, and yet he felt grateful to Curt for easing his inner pain. They had grown up together, sharing their boyhood, discovering the stars and the mysteries of science at the same time. Both had dreamed the same dreams, weaving impossible worlds of romantic mystery with their youthful imaginations. They had argued, built, planned, even fought a little. They had helped each other, and, as the years passed, had grown closer even than brothers.


But now they had to part.


Little things had decided it. Weak eyes against perfect vision. Weight against weight, height against height, reflex against reflex. They had been tested, examined, checked – and Curt had won.


To him had fallen the honour of being the Columbus of space.


Comain had known it for more than five years now. He had watched his body, his frail, stooped, weak body, and he had known. Ambition had not died with the knowledge but had been channeled into a different path. Not for him the glories of space, but science covered a wide field and cybernetics was something in which he could take a keen interest. And so he had turned to the design of more and more efficient machines. Small and compact, with built-in relays and predictable response to external stimuli. He had designed the controls for the space ship, the things of metal that could operate faster, better, than the muscles of any man.


And yet his hurt had been deep and something of the old pain still lingered.


‘I could build a mechanical pilot,’ he said. ‘I could build one better than any man, but we’re up against weight limitations, Curt, and no machine now known can do what a man can do within that limitation.’


‘Good.’ Curt grinned with a flash of white teeth. ‘I don’t care what you do later, Comain, but I’m glad that you’ve had to admit defeat now. I’ve looked forward to this for a long time and I’d hate for you to replace me with a thing of steel and wire.’


‘No chance of that.’ Comain swung the wheel as he guided the jeep around a jagged mound of rock. ‘They’re interested in discovering just what will happen to a man out there. You’re a guinea pig, Curt, my day will come after they finally realise that the human body can’t stand high G without damage. Then we’ll have ships with the passengers in acceleration tanks and robots at the controls.’


‘Maybe.’ Curt grunted as the vehicle bounced and jarred his teeth. ‘How’s your research going on the Great Idea?’


‘The predictor?’ The thin man shrugged. ‘It’ll come, Curt, it will have to come. They’ve got EINAC already and better computers will be built. One day they’ll realise that a machine able to absorb information and then to predict probable events from that information will be essential if we are to advance this civilisation of ours.’ His thin lips twisted cynically as he stared at the desert before him. ‘Probably the next war will do it.’


‘You think that there’ll be one?’


‘I do. Every thinking man does. We’ve managed to negotiate an uneasy peace but the weapons are ready, the men are waiting, and the same tensions still exist. War will come, Curt, it can’t be avoided, and, in a way, it could be a good thing.’


‘A good thing! Are you crazy?’


‘No. Look at it this way, Curt. Each war has brought rapid scientific advancement. The First World War brought the development of flight, the advancement of surgery, the use of strange machines. The second brought the jet engine, the atomic bomb, the proximity fuse. The third …’ He shrugged. ‘Who knows? We may all die from the alphabet bombs but if we don’t we may stumble on something quite new.’


‘The predictor?’


‘Naturally, but I didn’t mean that. The predictor isn’t new, and it will come, war or no war. I mean something different, new, perhaps something not even imagined yet.’


He grunted as the jeep bounced over the edge of a wide road and with a sweep of his hand disengaged the low register. The swaying headlights steadied as they spun along the smooth road and the flickering hand of the speedometer crawled across the dial as the thin man trod on the throttle.


‘The Colonel was furious at your taking off like that,’ he explained above the rush of displaced air. ‘I tried to tell him how you felt but he didn’t seem to understand.’


‘The Colonel has no imagination.’ Curt stared up at the brilliant Moon. ‘Sometimes a man just has to get off somewhere by himself. Sometimes he just can’t stand people fussing around him.’ He looked at the thin man. ‘Can you understand what I mean?’


‘I understand.’ Comain thinned his lips as he nodded, then, taking one hand from the wheel, pointed ahead. ‘There she is!’


Light blazed before them. Light and the delicate tracery of a high wire fence. The squat bulk of a tracking station loomed on their left, the white and red warning notices ringing the area showed stark on their right, and before them …


It towered like the delicate spire from some ancient dream. Smooth, glistening with streamlined perfection, needle-pointed and resting on its wide fins. Loading platforms and gantries clustered around it, but even their bulk couldn’t hide the sheer beauty of the man-made thing resting in the centre of the area. It seemed to hover on the levelled sand, like a thing without weight or substance. It soared towards the beckoning stars and the lights ringing the area shimmered in scintillating ripples from the gleaming hull.


A space ship.


Curt stared at it as he had stared at it a million times in imagination and in reality. For him it was the final realisation of ambition, the solid proof that he was not living in a dream. Before him rose the space ship, real, solid, fact. A dream made tangible, a thing of ten thousand hopes and eternal longing from countless men crystallised into something that should finally reach for the stars.


And he was its pilot.


Guards stepped forward as the jeep droned towards the high wire fence and Comain grunted as his foot moved from accelerator to brake. Lights blazed at him, forcing him to squint and shield his weak eyes, then, recognised by the guards, they droned into the wired area and towards the low bulk of the living quarters.


‘Better go straight to bed if you want to dodge the Colonel,’ he suggested. ‘Anyway, you could do with some sleep.’


‘I can’t sleep.’ Curt twisted in his seat as he stared at the towering space ship. ‘Man! How can I sleep? This is it, Comain! This is what I’ve wanted all my life! I blast at dawn and you talk of sleep!’


‘Dawn?’ The thin man frowned as he glanced at his left wrist. ‘In four hours?’


‘Is it?’ Curt shrugged. ‘I’m not wearing a watch. Zero hour is at dawn – that’s all I care about.’


‘Then what are you going to do?’


‘I don’t know. Walk about perhaps, yarn with the boys, play poker, anything. Don’t you realise that this is my last night on Earth? Tomorrow I’ll be in space, swinging around the Moon, watching the naked stars, feeling what it’s like to be in free fall. I want to enjoy all this while I can. I’ve no time for sleep.’


‘Don’t talk like that, Curt.’ Comain swallowed, then grinned as he brought the jeep to a halt. ‘Don’t talk as if this were your last night alive I mean. You’ll be coming back. You know you will, and when you do, you’ll be a hero. Think of it, Curt. The first man to have circled the Moon! Your name will be in every history book from now on.’


‘Perhaps, but, Comain, it won’t be the same after this. Nothing will. This is all I’ve lived for and once I’ve done it, what then? Can I bear to settle down again? Or will I be altered in some way, sent insane perhaps or my body twisted with the free radiation we know is out there? I may be crippled, or blind. I may be a thing of horror, or even if space doesn’t harm me, I may die in a crash landing, die – or worse. No, Comain, as far as I’m concerned, this is my last night on Earth and I’ll be damned if I waste it in sleep.’


Lithely the slender man swung from his seat then stood, looking down at Comain.


‘What are you going to do?’


‘Check the radio gear again I suppose. You know that I’ll be in contact with you all the time?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ll be seeing you at dawn then.’ Comain narrowed his eyes as he saw a tall, trimly uniformed figure emerge from one of the low huts. ‘Better watch it if you don’t want to see the Colonel. He’s just left his quarters.’


‘Has he?’ Curt grinned and moved away from the jeep. ‘I can do without his company for now. Be seeing you, Comain.’ He lifted an arm in a casual salute and walked rapidly from the vehicle, the shadows between the glaring arc lights hiding him from view.


Comain nodded, not answering, then, with a strangely bitter expression on his thin features, sat hugging the wheel and staring towards the glistening perfection of the waiting rocket ship. He didn’t answer the Colonel when Adams spoke to him. He didn’t seem to notice the chill wind sweeping from the desert or the fading light of the burning stars. He just sat waiting, his weak eyes clouded with thought and his stooped body lax behind the wheel.


Waiting for dawn.




CHAPTER II


Dawn came with a thin wind, a chill wind bearing promise of early winter and carrying a fine dust of stinging sand. In the east a pink glow suffused the sky and a scud of thin cloud hid the dying light of the fading stars. The Moon had gone, falling below the horizon, and it was strange to see men glancing to where it had been, even though they knew that the ship would be aimed at a set of co-ordinates rather than a visual target.


Adams gathered them all in the control room for briefing.


The Colonel showed signs of strain, his eyes were bloodshot and his grizzled hair rumpled, matching his usually impeccable uniform. He glared at Curt, almost as if he would like to give the young man hell for slipping away from his surveillance, then, as he stared at the young man, shrugged and got down to business.


‘Blast-off’s in one hour,’ he said abruptly. ‘The ship has been fueled, the instruments checked, and the weather report is favourable. You will each report in turn.’


‘Tracking stations standing by, sir.’


‘Radio checked and ready.’ Comain leaned against the edge of the table and winked at Curt.


‘Medical examination completed.’ The doctor yawned and rubbed his tired eyes. ‘Is all this necessary, Adams? I can’t see why I’ve got to stand by. There’s nothing more I can do until Rosslyn returns.’


‘You’ve given him the drugs?’


‘Yes. The complete hell-brew. Stuff to lower his instinctive muscular resistance to strain. Other stuff to prevent congealing of his blood.’ The doctor looked at Curt. ‘Be careful of that by the way. If you cut yourself you’re liable to bleed to death.’


‘If I’m injured I take the green injection. Right?’


‘Right.’ The doctor yawned again. ‘Damn it all, Adams! I’m an old man, I need my sleep. Can I go now?’


‘You are excused, doctor,’ said the Colonel stiffly. ‘Naturally you will make no attempt to leave the area.’


‘And miss the chance of almost taking a man apart?’ The doctor grinned at Curt. ‘Man! Wait until you see what I’ve got lined up for you when you return. Three hundred tests and twenty days of controlled feeding. I’ll make you wish that you had never gone.’


‘It’ll be worth it.’ Curt grinned after the old medico as he left the room. ‘Rocket checked O.K.?’


A technician nodded. ‘Yeah. I examined the Venturis myself. The ship won’t let you down, Rosslyn.’


‘I hope not,’ said Curt quietly. ‘There won’t be any chance of repairing it if it does.’


‘It won’t let you down.’ Adams jerked his head and the technician left the room. ‘Now. You, Comain, will keep in constant radio communication with the ship. You, Rosslyn, will maintain a running commentary on everything that happens. I mean that literally, Rosslyn. I want you to keep talking, about the ship, your own reactions, even your thoughts and emotions. I don’t want you to freeze up on us. This thing has cost too much for a temperamental pilot to queer things. You may die, you know that, but if you do I want to know just why. Remember that no matter what happens to you another ship will be coming after. There will be other men, lots of them, and you may help to save their lives.’


‘I understand, Adams.’


‘I hope that you do.’ The Colonel sighed and rubbed at his bloodshot eyes. ‘I want you to come back to us, Rosslyn, alive and well. You know that, so take good care of yourself will you?’ He grinned and Curt felt himself warm to the grizzled man.


‘I’ll take care,’ he promised. ‘I …’ He paused as a man’s voice echoed from a speaker against the wall.


‘Zero minus fifty.’


‘That’s it!’ Adams heaved himself from his chair. ‘Get to the ship, Rosslyn. They’ll dress you in your anti-G suit there. Comain! Get to your radio and warm it up. Move now.’


It was psychology of course. A deliberate leaving of everything until the last few minutes when, in the final rush of activity, strain and nervous anticipation would be forgotten. Curt almost ran from the room, piling into a waiting jeep and feeling the cold wind tug at his hair as he was driven to the base of the loading platform.


Men grabbed him as the vehicle skidded to a halt. They stripped him, dressed him in a one-piece undersuit of non-conducting nylon, then in a thick armour of canvas and plastic. Swiftly the loading platform carried both Curt and his helpers to the nose of the rocket, and within what seemed an incredible short time he sat in his padded control chair, the inflated sections of his G-suit pressing hard against his body, his hands, gloved and steady, reaching for the warm-up switches.


‘Good luck, Rosslyn!’ The last of his helpers grinned as he crawled through the tiny entrance port, swinging the panel behind him and dogging it tight against the rubber gaskets. Abruptly the radio droned into life.


‘Curt. All set?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. Routine check now. Ready?’


‘Fire away.’


‘Oxygen bottles?’


‘Check.’


‘Drugs?’


‘Check.’


‘Water?’ The calm voice of Comain droned on, forcing Curt to keep his mind on the vital supplies of the ship, checking every item, not through fear of any last-minute error, but to keep the pilot’s mind from what was coming. Softly, over the calm monotony of Comain’s voice, Curt heard the time signal whispered from some distant speaker.


‘Zero minus seven minutes.’


Seven minutes!


Four hundred and twenty seconds before he would feel the thunder of the Venturis and feel the bone-jarring thrust of acceleration pressure. Seven minutes, not even time for a cigarette, before he would rise on wings of flame, rise on the thundering power of unleashed energy, rise towards the stars. Sweat oozed from his forehead and he felt an insane desire to stop the whole thing, to get up from his padded chair, open the hatch, return to the safe, sure world of normal men.


‘Curt!’


Comain’s voice jerked him back to sanity and he licked his lips as he tried to still the butterflies crawling in his stomach. ‘Yes?’


‘What’s the matter, getting nervous?’


‘A little,’ he admitted. ‘How much longer?’


‘Take it easy, you’ll know when it’s time.’ Curt could almost see his friend’s thin features, the thin lips curved in a cynical smile. ‘Last instructions, Curt. You know what you must do.’


‘I know. Practically nothing at all.’


‘That’s right. The take-off will be automatic. The gyroscopes will take care of the course. You just sit there and do nothing unless something goes haywire. You’ll circle the Moon, the cameras are automatic too, but you’d better check them just in case.’


‘Just a passenger aren’t I?’


‘No. Don’t make that mistake, Curt. You’ve got to watch everything all the time. We just don’t know what free radiation will do to the instruments, and remember, you’ve got to land the ship too.’


‘A parachute could do that.’


‘Perhaps, you’ve got one anyway, but it isn’t as simple as that, Curt. You are as much an instrument as anything else aboard. On you will rest, in the final analysis, the whole success or failure of this flight. An instrument could fail, the acceleration shock could do it, and you must be there to take its place. Also, and perhaps this is the most important, until you return we cannot be sure that man can even live in space.’


‘So now I’m a guinea pig.’ Curt smiled at the radio, grateful to Comain for easing his nervous tension. A whisper came from the radio, the sound of the time check, and over it Curt heard Comain’s expression of annoyance.


‘Shut that thing off.’


‘How long, Comain?’ Curt licked his dry lips. ‘How long damn you!’


‘Take it easy, Curt. You’ve got a long time yet.’


‘You’re a liar, Comain. Tell me. How long?’ The whispering of the time check gave the answer.


‘Zero minus one minute.’


One minute!


It was too much. It was impossible for any man born of woman not to dwell on the passing seconds. Later perhaps when space flight was as normal as catching a plane, the time wouldn’t matter so much, but now …


Curt could feel his heart thudding against his ribs as he waited for the rocket to thunder into strident life. Now there was no turning back. Now he just had to sit there, poised over five hundred tons of one of the most violent explosives known, waiting for it to ignite and hurl him beyond the planet of his birth. He would rise on that thundering pillar of flame, rise up and up, through the clouds and through the thinning atmosphere. Up and out – into what?


Space was the great unknown. It was a void, they knew that. It was a vacuum in which the planets swum like lonely fish in an ebon sea. Temperatureless, without any heat or light of its own, without gravity, illumined by the faint dots of the distant stars and the naked furnace of the roaring sun. Space was emptiness – or was it? Radiation streamed through that void. The broken atoms of incredible cataclysms, cosmic rays, tides of free electrons, gamma and alpha radiation, and other strange and unguessed at forces. Men had always been protected from them, shielded by the ozone belt of the Heaviside layer, but he was going beyond that protection, venturing his soft and helpless body into the surging currents of outer space.


He could go blind. He could return a distorted cripple, his cells and bones twisted and warped by that flood of radiation. His mind could yield and raving insanity replace his schooled calm. Anything could happen. Anything.


He half rose from the padded seat, his gloved hands fumbling at his harness, the sweat of fear trickling down his face, stinging his eyes and wetting his parched lips with the salty taste of terror.


Comain’s voice from the radio jerked him back to sanity.


‘Curt! Blast-off in ten seconds. Rockets now warming up.’


A mutter echoed throughout the ship. A quivering vibration singing along the metal of the hull, the internal stanchions, sending little ringing sounds from the plastic faces of the instruments and the thin sheeting of the control bank. Curt tensed, then, accepting the inevitable, lost his fear and refastened his harness. Swiftly he scanned the dials, snapping quick reports into the radio.


‘Temperature rising. Number four jet higher than the other six. Vibration increasing. How’s she look, Comain?’


‘Beautiful!’ Envy tinged the thin man’s reply. ‘I wish I was with you, Curt.’


‘So do I,’ said the slender man feelingly, then gripped the arms of his chair as the muttering grew louder. ‘Switch in the radio-clock, Comain. I …’ He bit his lip as the sound of the rockets rose to a screaming whine, and again he could taste the salt of his own fear.


The whistling roar grew louder, shrieking with the full power of a million tormented giants, yelling a brutal challenge towards the far horizon and the careless stars. Vibration sang from the metal of hull and stanchions, a thin shrilling of jarred atoms, ringing and blending with the pulsing thunder of the blasting rockets. Dimly, over the hell of blasting sound, Curt heard the thin voice from the radio.


‘Good luck, Curt. This is it!’


‘Yes,’ he breathed. ‘Here we go.’


Weight slammed at him, thrusting him deep into the padding of his chair, piling tons of invisible lead on chest and stomach, squeezing his lungs and pressing his head down between his shoulders. The weight grew, became a nightmare of ceaseless struggle, a pain-shot, timeless period of eternal anguish.


Blood streamed from his nose and ears, filled his eyes, thundered from his labouring heart and filled his mouth with salty wetness. He gasped, writhing on his padded chair, twisting in the confines of his inflated G-suit and wishing that he were dead. Nothing he had ever experienced had ever been like this. It seemed as if his very bones would protrude through his skin, the flesh ripped away by the piling weight of acceleration pressure. He wanted to black-out, and, at the same time, fought against it. He wanted to stop the ship, to get out and to call the whole thing off, and at the same time he urged the rockets to still greater thrust, knowing that the sooner the ship reached escape velocity the sooner his torment would be over.


The rockets died, cutting with an almost savage abruptness, and in the silence little sounds seemed to have gained greater power. The soft hiss of air from an oxygen cylinder, the creak and rustle of still-vibrating stanchions, the throb and pulse of surging current, and, above all, the muted chatter of the Geiger counter measuring the flood of radiation penetrating the vessel.


Curt stirred, licking his lips and lifting himself into a more comfortable position before the banked controls. His face felt wet, sticky and uncomfortable, stiff and a little numb. Clumsily he unbuckled his mask and dabbed at his features with his gloved hand. He winced at the touch, his muscles and skin feeling as though he had been beaten with a rubber hose, then stared blankly at his gloved fingers.


They were stained with blood.


The radio crackled, and a voice, blurred with static and distorted with emotion echoed from the speaker.


‘Curt! Are you all right, Curt? Curt! Answer me!’


He ignored it, unbuckling the safety harness, and, even though he had expected it, the eerie sensation of free fall made him catch at the back of the chair in sudden fear. He hovered there, weightless, his feet unsupported and his whole body drifting lightly like a gas-filled balloon, and, as he hovered, he smiled.


He didn’t need to glance out of the ports at the ebon night of space. He didn’t need the sight of the scintillant stars, bright and burning with their cold white fire against the soft velvet of the void. He knew.


Of all men he was the first. The new Columbus. The hero of every boy and man who had ever stared at the sky and wished for wings to travel between the stars.


He was in space.




CHAPTER III


The room was heavy with coiling clouds of stale smoke and rank with the taste of air which had been breathed too often. It seemed that every man who could possibly find an excuse for cramming himself in the room had done so, and they leaned against the walls, poised on the edges of tables and chairs, smoking, breathing, their eyes heavy with lack of sleep and nervous tension.


Adams sprawled in a chair, his tunic unbuttoned, his grizzled hair rumpled and his bloodshot eyes dull as he listened to the voice of the thin man sitting before the radio. Comain wiped his lips with the back of his hand, adjusted a vernier control a trifle, and leaned closer to the microphone.


‘Curt. Comain here. Answer me, Curt. Answer me damn you!’


‘Maybe the radio went?’ A man whispered the suggestion, then recoiled at the naked hate in Comain’s eyes.


‘No! That radio was tested up to fifty G. It couldn’t have gone. Anyway, the signal is getting through.’ He turned to the mike again and the sound of his voice echoed with a plaintive desperation in the silence of the room.


‘Even if he’d blacked-out he would have recovered by now.’ The man who had suggested that perhaps the radio had broken whispered to his neighbour, a small technician with a twisted scar writhing across one cheek. ‘My guess is that Rosslyn couldn’t take it.’


‘I doubt it.’ The scarred man shook his head. ‘They tested him, remember. He stood ten gravities in the centrifuge.’


‘Yeah, but that ship hit twelve on the way up. It had to in order to reach the seven miles per second escape velocity before the fuel got too low. My guess is that …’


‘Shut up,’ said Adams quietly. ‘If you can’t keep your lip buttoned get out.’


‘I only …’


‘You heard me.’ Adams didn’t raise his voice but the man winced at the Colonel’s tone, then, shrugging, he lit a fresh cigarette and fell silent.


‘Curt! Comain calling. Curt! Answer me will you! Answer me!’


‘How long now?’ Adams rubbed his bloodshot eyes and Comain twisted in his seat as he looked at the Colonel.


‘Three hours. He should have reported before this. He should have reported within the first ten minutes even if he did black-out. Something’s wrong, Colonel. Curt wouldn’t do this if he could help it.’


‘No.’ Adams rubbed his eyes again. ‘Is the ship on course?


‘Tracking stations report that it took-off as per schedule. The observatories are reporting every fifteen minutes. As far as the ship itself is concerned everything is on the beam. If only Curt would answer.’ Comain bit his thin lips and leaned towards the radio again.


‘Curt! Comain here. Come in, Curt! Make some sort of noise, damn you! Are you still alive?’


The radio hummed with a smooth surge of power and outside, high on a slender tower, the beam antenna focused on the tiny point of the ship swung a little as it followed the course of the gleaming speck.


‘He could be dead,’ said Adams sombrely. ‘The free radiation could have got him, the weightlessness of free fall, anything. Well,’ he shifted in his chair, ‘we can only hope that the automatics will bring the ship back again without him.’


‘He isn’t dead,’ insisted Comain savagely. ‘He couldn’t be dead. He …’ He paused, his eyes behind their thick lenses widening as sound filtered from the humming radio.


‘Comain … Curt here … Ill … Answer.’


‘Curt!’ The thin man’s hands fluttered as he adjusted the vernier dials, stepping up the beam power of the radio. ‘Speak up, man! Are you alright?’


‘I …’ The radio blurred to a sudden wash of static, then, with almost shocking abruptness, the thin voice steadied, seemed to gain power, as if the speaker stood in the very same room as the tensely listening men.


‘Comain! Man, it’s good to hear your voice.’


‘What happened, Curt? Why didn’t you answer sooner?’


‘Acceleration twisted a wire, threw the radio out of kilter, that or the radiation up here altered the capacity of a coil. I could hear you, but you didn’t seem to be hearing me.’


‘Right.’ Comain threw the switches of three recording machines, and reached for a pad. ‘Let’s have it, Curt. You said that you were ill? Are you?’


‘Yes.’ The pilot retched and the sound made the listening men glance uneasily at each other. ‘Nothing too serious – I hope. Free fall isn’t a picnic, Comain. At first it wasn’t too bad, probably the excitement kept me normal, but after a while I felt my stomach tie itself into knots and my last three meals are still floating around the cabin.’


‘Sickness.’ Comain made a rapid note. ‘Keep talking, Curt.’ He leaned over to the slumped figure of the Colonel. ‘Can we get the Doc here? Maybe he could suggest something to ease the sickness?’


‘Get the doctor,’ ordered Adams and a man almost ran from the room to fetch the old medico. ‘Keep him talking, Comain. Is there anything else wrong with him?’


‘I’m bleeding from nose and ears.’ The voice from the speaker faded then returned with roaring strength. ‘Blood cells ruptured during take-off. Normally it wouldn’t matter but with this dope inside of me the blood isn’t coagulating. Should I take the green injection?’


‘We’re getting the doctor. Better wait until he gets here before doing anything like that. How is the ship operating?’


‘Vibration still a nuisance. I can feel the hull quivering and the stanchions haven’t settled down yet.’


‘Vibration!’ Comain glanced at Adams. ‘How? The rockets cut almost three hours ago.’


‘I know that.’ Curt retched again and when he spoke the listeners could imagine his inner pain. ‘I’m in a closed system, remember. There’s no air up here to damp out the vibrations and believe me, there was plenty to start with. It will damp out in time, but will it affect the instruments?’


‘It shouldn’t.’ Comain made a quick notation on his pad. ‘How is the radiation?’


‘The Geiger’s well into the red. Cosmic rays of course and I’d guess at plenty of gamma particles as well.’ Curt paused. ‘I hope I don’t go blind.’


‘You won’t,’ said Comain with false conviction. He twisted in his seat as the old doctor entered the room, and gestured him towards the radio. ‘Curt’s sick,’ he said rapidly. ‘Free fall doesn’t agree with his stomach. He’s bleeding, too.’


‘I’ll talk to him.’ The doctor grunted as he settled his bulk into a chair. ‘Hello, Curt, I hear that you’re having a little trouble.’


‘Hello, Doc. Can you suggest anything to untwist my guts?’


‘Sorry, Curt, but you’ll just have to stand it. It’s all in your mind you know. The balancing channels in the inner ear are out of kilter without a constant gravity drag to inform them which direction is “down.” Your mind knows that you’re not falling, but your body knows that you are. You can’t blame it too much, after all the body is only a reflex mechanism, it can only respond in a certain way to external stimuli. As soon as you can convince it that everything is alright you’ll get rid of your sickness.’


‘Thanks, Doc,’ said Curt dryly. ‘You’re a great help. What about this bleeding?’


‘Nothing to worry about. You’ve broken some surface blood cells and will lose a little blood. It will stop in time, your blood still has some coagulating power, and you won’t bleed to death, if that’s what you’re afraid of.’


‘Should I use the green injection?’


‘No. For all we know the radiation up there may thicken your blood and if it were normal you’d die from clotting. Better leave well alone, Curt. After all, you didn’t expect it to be a picnic, did you?’


‘Go to hell,’ said Curt, and the doctor shook his head as he heard the sounds of violent retching coming from the radio.


‘Nothing we can do,’ he said to Comain. ‘If we sympathise with him it will make it worse. Rosslyn has courage, he doesn’t need anyone to hold his hand. He’ll get out of it on his own, or he won’t get out of it at all. I’m sorry for him, but I’d still give my right arm to be where he is now.’


‘I know what you mean,’ said Comain, and from the assembled men came a murmur of agreement. They all envied the pilot. They all shared his troubles, his dangers, and all hoped to share his final success, and there wasn’t one of them who wouldn’t have cheerfully given up his hopes of heaven to have taken his place.


Adams rose tiredly from his chair.


‘Nothing any of us can do now, except to wait,’ he said heavily. ‘Comain. You stand by the radio and try and keep Rosslyn talking into the recorders. The rest of you get out of here. I’m going to get some sleep and from the look of you, you’d better do the same. I’ll send a relief, Comain. You look all in.’


‘I don’t want a relief.’


‘Maybe not, but you’re going to get one.’ Adams glared at the thin man. ‘Get some sense, man. The rocket has only just started, it won’t be back for three days, and you’re almost asleep now.’


‘I can stand it.’


‘You’ll do as I order!’


‘No, Adams.’ The thin man glared at the Colonel. ‘Curt is my friend and I’m going to stand by until he’s safely back on Earth. Send a relief if you like, but I’m staying here!’


‘Damn you, Comain!’ Tiredness and irritation sharpened the Colonel’s voice. ‘I’m in charge here and you’ll do as I say!’


‘No.’ Comain thinned his lips as he stared at the officer. ‘I don’t come under your jurisdiction, Adams. I’m a civilian, not a soldier, and my first loyalty is to my friend.’


‘I …’ Adams paused as the old doctor rested his hand on his arm. ‘What is it?’


‘Why argue with him, Adams? Comain’s doing no harm and he might do Rosslyn a lot of good. You can send over a radio relief, but why beat your head against a wall?’


‘But the ship can’t return for three days yet. You know the procedures, Doc. It will drive close to the Moon, be caught in the satellite’s gravitational field and be swung in a circular orbit. At the exact moment the tubes will fire a short blast to break free from the Moon and drive the ship towards Earth. What can Comain do to help that? What sense is there in his waiting by the radio for three days?’


‘None,’ admitted the old doctor. ‘But let him do it, Adams.’


‘Very well.’ The Colonel shrugged and followed the rest of the men from the room. Comain stared after him for a moment, half-angry with himself for annoying the officer, and yet knowing that nothing would keep him from radio contact with his friend.


Inside the hut it began to grow warm with the heat of the rising sun. Outside, the barren desert shimmered beneath the solar furnace and the sky stretched from horizon to horizon, an inverted bowl of clear blue. Men moved listlessly about the area, tired after the rush preceding take-off, squinting up at the bowl of the sky as if they hoped to see the tiny speck of the rocket ship as it drove silently towards the Moon.


Comain saw nothing of that. He sat, his thin features tense and a little bitter with frustrated ambition, and listened to the voice of a man who spoke from where no other man had ever been.


‘This is hell, Comain. It’s like seasickness multiplied a thousand times. A horrible vertigo and nausea. We’ll have to do something about it on future flights.’


‘We can rotate the ship, provide an artificial gravitation by means of centrifugal force. I’m more worried about the vibration you mentioned. Is it still bad?’


‘Dying. Almost gone now.’


‘Good. What is it like out there, Curt?’


‘Wonderful!’ Despite the sickness Comain could catch the note of near-exultation in his friend’s voice. ‘Space is black of course, we knew that, but the stars are like a million diamonds scattered on a piece of black velvet. I never guessed that there could be so many stars. We can’t see them on Earth, the air is too thick, but out here they glow like electric lights. Fourth magnitude stars are brighter than first, and the really bright ones, Vega, Rigel, you know them as well as I do, they shine like headlights on a dark night.’


‘How are you feeling, Curt? In yourself I mean.’


‘My temperature has risen. Hundred and one point three. Pulse is ninety-five. I’m sweating, too, have been ever since take-off, and my skin itches a little.’


‘Badly?’


‘No. Nervous reaction from take-off I suppose. I’ve noticed an ache in my bones and my muscles hurt a little. That could be the effect of free fall, I’ve had to learn to move all over again and may have strained a few tendons. One effect of this gravity lack is that my mind seems to be terribly clear. I can almost feel the blood rush through my skull and thoughts bubble and rise as yeast in fermenting wine. The things I’ve thought of, Comain! The ideas I’ve had. If I wasn’t doubled up with vertigo this would be paradise, and even with the sickness I feel that I’m on top of the world.’


‘You are.’ Comain bit his lip as he recognised his own envy betraying itself in his tone, but the pilot didn’t seem to notice. Curt yawned, the sound coming clearly over the radio, then gave an apologetic laugh.


‘Funny. I feel tired. Think that I’ll sleep for a while.’


‘Curt! Are you insane? You can’t be tired, not with all that anti-fatigue drug they gave you before take-off. Are you alright, Curt?’


‘Sure I’m alright. Just a little sleepy. I’ll be as good as new after a while.’


‘Keep awake, Curt. Don’t give in to it. Keep talking.’


‘I can’t. I’m too tired … tired … tired …’


‘Curt!’ Hastily Comain adjusted the controls, feeding more power to the radio beam. ‘Answer me, Curt! Curt!’


Silence. Nothing but the hum of the radio and the distant crackle of static, and after a long while the thin man admitted defeat. He pressed a button, waiting until a uniformed operator arrived to take over, then, his feet moving with an exaggerated slowness, walked tiredly from the room.


Above his bowed head the sun crawled across a sky of clearest blue and beneath his feet the sand plumed in little clouds as he walked wearily towards his quarters. Men passed him, stared curiously at his drawn features, and he passed them as though they didn’t exist.


When he finally fell asleep his dreams were filled with exotic worlds and strange races, or heroic men and heroic machines.


Slowly the day wore on.




CHAPTER IV


He awoke to the sound of shouts and sharp commands. A hand gripped his shoulder, shaking him and making the narrow cot on which he rested quiver and tremble.


‘Comain! Wake up, man. Wake up!’


‘What?’ He opened his eyes, blinking, trying to focus on the pale blob of a face that loomed above him. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Hurry. Wake up.’


He grunted, fumbling for his spectacles, hooking them behind his ears and blinking at the Colonel’s worried expression. He felt ill, overtired, his head a mass of cotton wool and his mouth tasting like the discharge end of a sewerage pipe. He gasped, feeling his clammy body shiver as the Colonel dragged off the sweat-soaked sheets, and he swung his thin legs over the edge of the bed as he struggled to regain full awareness.


‘Adams! What’s the matter?’


‘Get up, Comain. We want you over at the radio. Quick!’


‘Something wrong?’ Panic seared through him and his hands trembled as he reached for his clothes. Adams nodded.


‘Yes. Rosslyn has only just made radio contact after a silence of more than twelve hours and I’m worried.’


‘Twelve hours.’ Comain stared up at the Colonel. ‘As long as that?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why didn’t you call me sooner?’


‘Why should I?’ Adams moved his shoulders beneath the thin material of his tunic. ‘What good would it have done? You were tired, we all were, and a man was standing by the radio all the time. You needed sleep, and you’ve had it, twelve hours of it.’


‘Yes.’ Comain finished dressing and licked his dry lips. He stepped over to the small water faucet and laved his face and hands, then, after letting the tepid water run for a moment, drank three glasses of the warm fluid. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘I’ll tell you on the way over.’ Adams shifted his feet with nervous impatience. ‘Ready yet?’


‘Ready.’


Together they stepped from the hut into the soft darkness of approaching night.


‘The ship isn’t keeping to schedule,’ said Adams quietly. ‘The observatories report that it is going too fast, that, even though it will pass through the gravitational field of the Moon, it will only be swung from a direct flight line, and not swung into a circular orbit.’ He paused and in the silence Comain could hear the sound of their boots as they scuffed over the sand.


‘Impossible.’


‘Don’t be a fool, Comain. It’s happening, I tell you. The observatories can’t be wrong.’


‘But how could it happen? We know exactly, know to the third decimal place, just what thrust we get from the fuel, the duration of fire from the Venturis, the speed of the ship, everything. It started as predicted. It should continue like that.’


‘It isn’t.’ Adams stared at the thin man. ‘Something’s gone wrong with the automatics, Comain. That is obvious. Now, unless Rosslyn can operate the ship by manual control, he will drive directly into space.’


‘Yes,’ said the thin man numbly. ‘I know that.’


He didn’t say any more. Neither did the Colonel. Each was thinking of the same thing, but, true to their natures, each placed a different priority on what they were thinking.


Adams thought of a ship driving into space, carrying with it a helpless man. Comain thought of a man, his friend, being carried into the unknown by rebel machinery. He was glad when they finally entered the crowded radio shack.


‘Anything?’ He thrust the radio operator from his seat as the man shook his head, then, with fingers which trembled a little, he adjusted the power flow of the beam radio.


‘Curt! Comain here. Answer please.’


‘Comain!’ The thin man flushed to the welcome in the voice of a man almost a quarter million miles away. ‘Been asleep?’


‘Yes. When you decided to take a rest I followed your example.’ He frowned a question at the Colonel and Adams shook his head. ‘Keep talking, Curt. I’ll be with you in a moment.’


‘Why? Is anything wrong down there?’


‘Of course not, Curt. Just give any relevant data you can think of. I want to check the radio directional antenna.’ He signalled to the operator and stepped over to Adams. ‘Doesn’t he know?’


‘Not yet. I didn’t want to tell him until we knew just what to do. In any case, he’s only just made contact, I can’t understand why he should have fallen asleep.’


‘The radiation perhaps?’ Comain shrugged. ‘Not it matters now. The main thing is to get the rocket back on course. Have you the observatory reports?’


‘Yes. The ship will reach the orbit of the Moon within an hour. The gravitational field will swing it and it will be hidden from sight for about two hours. After that …’


‘If he can’t operate the manual controls he will just drive on a straight line into space.’ Comain nodded, his thin features grim. ‘So what must be done must be done quickly.’


‘Yes. Once the ship is hidden by the Moon there’ll be no radio contact, and after that, with the speed the ship has, we can’t count on more than a few minutes. Hurry, Comain! Hurry.’


‘Yes.’ Comain returned to the radio and leaned towards the microphone. ‘Curt. Can you receive me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. Now listen, Curt. Listen carefully. Something has gone wrong with the ship. You are travelling too fast. You must take over the operation of the ship. Do you understand me?’


‘I understand.’


‘Good. Now this is what you must do. Spin the main gyroscope until you have reversed positions in space, until the firing tubes are pointed in your direction of flight. When you have done that fire the main drive for exactly ten seconds. No more. Understand?’


‘Yes.’ Curt laughed and something of the tension in the room left the waiting men. ‘Don’t sound so serious, Comain. This is why I’m here, isn’t it? Despite what you say your machines could never replace a man. They break down and when they do they are helpless. Relax, Comain. I’ll bring your ship back to you.’


‘You have an hour, Curt. One hour in which to slow down the speed of the ship and bring it back to the scheduled flight path. After that time you will be hidden behind the Moon and I won’t be able to talk to you. Also, and this is important, the ship doesn’t have enough fuel to return without the aid of the Moon’s gravitational field to swing and slow the vessel. Work fast, Curt. Work fast.’


‘I’m working,’ said the pilot grimly. ‘Hear me?’


Over the radio came the whine of the gyroscopes as they spun on their bearings, turning the ship on its short axis, shifting the vessel in direct ratio to their own mass. It was a thing that took time. The mass of the gyroscope was only one hundred thousandth of that of the entire ship and it would take exactly one hundred thousand revolutions to turn the vessel. During that time they could do nothing but wait.


And wait they did.


They waited while the slender hand of a chronometer crawled towards the deadline. They sweated blood as, a quarter of a million miles away, a man fought for his life. It took more than thirty minutes for the spinning gyroscope to rotate the ship, thirty minutes of heart-numbing waiting before the gaping Venturis were in a position to check the speed of the ship. And then …


The rockets wouldn’t fire!


Comain winced as he heard Curt’s startled curse. ‘The tubes! They won’t respond. Comain!’


‘Steady.’ The thin man bit his lip as he stared at the swinging hand of the chronometer. ‘The take-off may have jarred loose a wire. Check the contacts.’


More waiting. Sitting and standing in a mounting tension while over the radio came the gasping breath of a man working in impossible conditions to effect an emergency repair.


‘Contacts checked but it’s still no damn use.’


‘Wait!’ Comain glanced at Adams. ‘Curt. There is only one thing you can do now. Lift the hatch and press the firing relay by hand. Can you do that?’


‘I can try,’ said the pilot grimly. ‘Won’t the automatics take over at the correct time?’


‘Yes, but, Curt, that will be too late. You’ve only fifteen minutes left before you slip behind the Moon. The automatics are set for time, not distance, and they won’t fire for several hours yet. Your only chance is to fire the rockets manually – and you must do it within the next thirty minutes.’


‘I understand. I’m working on the hatch now.’


Over the radio came the sound of a man’s laboured breathing and the faint ringing of metal on metal. In imagination Comain followed the pilot’s movements. First the thin metal hatch sealing the control room. It was fastened with catches and shouldn’t take long to remove. A clanging sound and he knew that it had been thrown aside, then, mingling with the sound his harsh breathing, Curt’s voice echoed from the speaker.


‘Damn gloves! Can’t grip anything. Take them off. That’s better. Now. This conduit to the firing relays. Which wires? Which wires?’


‘The red ones,’ snapped Comain. ‘Can you hear me, Curt? Trace the red ones.’


‘Got ’em. Now.’ A mumbling and then a savage curse. ‘Damn free fall! Damn it to hell! Damn all designers who can’t imagine a man having to repair a machine. How the hell can I get down there?’


‘Curt!’ Comain bit his lips until the blood ran over his chin. ‘What’s the matter now?’


‘The hatch is too narrow.’ Curt’s voice echoed through the room. ‘I can’t get down far enough to reach the relay.’


‘Your G-suit. Take it off.’


‘Yes. That’s an idea. Funny I never thought of that.’ Comain glanced at Adams as the pilot’s voice vibrated from the speaker. He thinned his lips at the sound of the pilot’s voice, his eyes narrowing in sudden suspicion, then, before he could speak, Curt spoke again.


‘There. Suit’s off. Now let me see.’ The sound of violent retching interrupted the too-calm tones of the pilot. ‘Damn it! Now to work. Hook one foot behind the chair. Grip the edge of the hatch. Thrust downwards, stretch …’ His voice grew muffled and over the radio came the sound of gasping and scraping. Comain glanced at the chronometer, his pale face wet with the sweat of nervous tension.


‘Hurry. Curt. Hurry!’


‘Got it.’ Comain sighed with relief at the triumph in the pilot’s voice. ‘Now, press this and …’


Nothing happened. No thunder spilled from the radio. No pulse of blasting rocket tubes as they checked the speed of the distant rocket ship. Just silence and the rasping breath of a desperate man.


‘Curt. Nothing happened. What’s wrong now?’


‘What’s wrong?’ Comain hardly recognised the voice of his friend. ‘You smug fools! You knew didn’t you! You trusted metal before flesh and blood. Damn you, Comain! Damn you to hell!’


‘Curt. Take it easy, man. What’s the matter?


‘The relay’s broken, that’s what. The metal snapped in my hand like a piece of glass.’


‘What?’ Comain stared at Adams, then, even as the Colonel stared the question, he knew what must have happened. The vibration of the ship had altered the structure of the metal of the relay. It had crystallised, changed from strength to weakness, shaken and tormented by vibration and radiation. It was a chance in a million, the one thing they hadn’t even thought of guarding against, but it had happened and now …


‘Curt.’ Comain wiped sweat from his streaming forehead. ‘You’ll have to bypass the relay. Get lower down into the hatch and connect the wires by hand. Can you do it, Curt? Curt. Answer me.’


‘I hear you, Comain. I’ll try and do what you say, but my head feels funny. I can’t seem to make my hands obey me. Connect the green wires you say?’


‘The red ones. Curt. The red ones.’


‘Right, Comain. I’ll try it. Connect the red wires. Connect.’


Silence replaced the steady sounds from the radio. A deep silence, divorced from any trace of noise but the steady hiss of the carrier beam. Comain lunged for the controls, adjusting the power flow and altering the settings of the vernier dials with delicate touches of his slender fingers, but, even as he did so he knew that what he did was wasted time.


The ship had passed behind the Moon.




CHAPTER V


Two hours, the observatories had said. Two hours before the ship, if it did not alter course, could be seen again. There would be a short while before radio contact was broken, before the ship had speeded beyond the point where its signal could be picked up and amplified, and after that …


Comain didn’t like to think about it.


He sat before the radio, conscious of the eyes of the waiting men as they stared at him, and for the thousandth time he cursed himself for forgetting the unsuspected. Adams sat beside him and the naked glare of the electric lights shone on his grizzled hair, accentuating the deep lines running from nose to mouth, making him seem suddenly old and feeble.


‘How soon will we know?’


‘If Curt can fire the rockets we should know within an hour. If not …’ Comain shrugged.


‘Can he get to the controls?’


‘I don’t know. There was no reason why he should. Who could have thought that the ship would travel so fast? Or that the vibration would crystallise just that piece of metal?’


‘Can he get to the firing point?’ Adams repeated doggedly. He didn’t seem capable of thinking of anything else.


‘I don’t know,’ snapped Comain irritably. ‘He may be able to. I just don’t know.’


‘Think of it,’ whispered a man. ‘He’s up there, sick, and burning with radiation fever, trying to fix the firing controls and save his life. I’ve worked on those relays and I say that he can’t do it. Not in the time and without the proper tools he can’t.’


‘Shut up.’ Adams glared at the man. ‘If you must talk, talk outside.’


‘What the hell?’ The man glared at the Colonel. ‘This is a free country isn’t it? Can’t a man speak his mind now?’


‘So you don’t think that he can reach the firing point?’ Comain stared at the man. ‘Why not?’


‘Because it was never designed to be reached from the control room, that’s why. I’ve worked on it, and I never did like the idea of trusting to automatics so much. If that relay has broken it means that he’s got to strip off half the wiring and then, even if he can do that, he’s got to squeeze down the hatch and connect the wires direct. You know what that means.’


‘You think that the acceleration pressure will be too much for him?’


The man shrugged, reaching in his pocket for a cigarette. ‘You designed the ship,’ he reminded. ‘What do you think?’


Comain nodded, feeling a growing sickness at the pit of his stomach. The man was right. He had designed the ship, and, perhaps subconsciously, he had tended to ignore the human element. He had trusted too much in machines, in things of metal and plastic, of wire and crystal. He had toyed with a wholly automatic vessel with the pilot a passenger rather than the main element that he should have been.


But there was still hope. Curt could fire the rockets by hand. He could check the speed of the ship, fall into the gravitational field of the Moon, restore the vessel to its pre-determined path. It would take so little. Just the contact of two red wires. Such a little thing, and yet, knowing what he knew, Comain shivered to a sudden doubt.


He didn’t like dealing with the human element. Machines were predictable. The field of cybernetics offered so much and he had only agreed to work on the ship because of Curt and because of his youthful dreams. Now he was finished. After this he would leave the field of rocketry and concentrate on cybernetics. He …


‘One hour gone,’ said Adams grimly, and seemed to slump even further into his seat.


‘He can’t make it.’ The man who had spoken before glared around the room. ‘Rosslyn’s as good as dead. He doesn’t stand a chance, and we know it.’


‘I’ve told you once,’ said Adams quietly. ‘Do I have to tell you again?’


‘It could have been me.’ The man ignored the unspoken threat in the Colonel’s tone. ‘It could have been any of us. Damn it all, I don’t mind taking a chance, no man does, but to be trapped up there without a ghost of a chance of getting back just because of faulty design …’ He glared at Comain. ‘To me that’s just like murder.’


‘It couldn’t be helped. Do you think we did it deliberately?’ Adams stared at the man and his grizzled hair and seamed face gave him a peculiarly brutal expression. ‘Damn you! To hear you talk you’d think that we deliberately sent Rosslyn up there knowing that he could never get back.’


‘You could have used a little more brain. Didn’t it ever occur to you that something might go wrong? What’s the good of sending a man in a ship like that if he can’t get at anything?’


‘You …’ Adams surged from his chair, his eyes twin specks of feral rage. ‘You and your big mouth. I’ll …’


‘Steady, Adams.’ Comain grabbed the Colonel by the arm and thrust him back into the chair. ‘Take it easy, the man is right.’


‘What?’


‘He’s right in what he says. We should have been able to predict what happened. A machine could do it, but we aren’t machines. How could we guess that the vibration at take-off would crystallise the relay? We just didn’t accept that as a factor at all, but if we’d had a large enough calculator, a machine capable of considering every potential thing that could happen, we’d have known.’


‘I don’t understand.’ Adams frowned at the thin man. ‘What are you talking about, Comain?’


‘You’ve heard of EINAC, I suppose? You know that there are huge electronic machines which are able to store a series of facts and to predict, within the range of those facts, a probable happening? Insurance companies do it all the time. They can tell almost exactly just how many people will die from any large group. They can even give the average life expectancy of any trade or profession. You know that, don’t you?’


‘Yes,’ admitted Adams reluctantly, ‘But what has that to do with what’s happening now?’


‘If we’d had such a machine, one large enough to store all the relevant factors, we could have told to within a faction of a decimal point just what chances Curt would have of survival. We could have adjusted the variables to give him the highest possible favourable probability factor and we’d have known in advance just what would happen. As it was we merely took a wild gamble. We didn’t know what would happen once the ship took off. We guessed, but we guessed wrong, and now a man may lose his life because of it.’


‘So what do you suggest? That we don’t build any more space ships until this dream-machine of yours has been built?’ Adams smiled without humour and Comain knew that the Colonel thought that he was just talking to ease his inner tension. In a way Adams was right. Comain admitted it, but, as he watched the swinging bands of the chronometer, he knew that it was more than just that.


He really believed in such a machine. Like most weak people he had a fear of the unknown. He had always disliked meeting new people, of making sudden decisions, of thrusting himself forward. It would be so simple if there were such a machine as he had described. Then, whenever a new problem arose, the exact percentage of probability could be found and acted on. There would be no wasted time, the result of an experiment could be found without the experiment actually taking place. The machine would know everything there was to be known. It would have all the knowledge of the ages within its memory banks, would be able to scan that knowledge, and, from information, deduct new facts and predict inevitable happenings.


It would be an oracle. An omnipotent, omnipresent, machine. It would end all fear. It would end all blind alleys and futile lines of research. It would free men forever from the harsh necessity of studying all their lives so that, with luck, they could add just one new fact before their deaths.


A grunt from one of the men snapped him from his dreams back to the present.


‘Five minutes before the ship comes into sight again.’


‘Get the radio antenna aligned on the point of emergence,’ snapped Adams. ‘We won’t have long before he’s beyond range.’


Comain nodded and fed co-ordinates from the observatory into the machine before him. On its high tower the huge web of the radio antenna swung a little as it pointed towards the glowing face of the Moon.


Tensely they waited for the radio to crackle into life, and in silence, the steady hiss of the carrier beam seemed to mock them with its indifferent noise.


Three minutes. Comain wiped sweat from his face and neck, wondering desperately what he was going to say.


Two minutes. He checked the three recording machines, noting their full spools of metallic tape, and made a slight adjustment to the vernier controls of the radio.


One minute. Comain switched on the recorders and made sure that his headset was near at hand.


Now. Everyone stared at the black box of the radio speaker and Comain leaned forward, clearing his throat with a rasping sound.


‘Curt! Comain here. Can you receive me?’


Silence and the steady hiss of the carrier wave.


‘Curt! Come in, Curt. Answer. Answer.’


A crackle. A blur of static and, like a thin ghost, the weak voice of a man at the extreme range of radio reception.


‘Comain. Thank God you waited.’


‘Did you fix it?’ He knew that it was a foolish thing to ask but for the moment he couldn’t think of anything else to say. The radio hummed and faded, crackled and blurred. Impatiently Comain fed power into the extra boosters and the voice returned with a rush.


‘Fix it?’ The laugh that followed wasn’t nice to hear. ‘I fixed it alright. If I’d had a bomb I’d have fixed it for good. You and your damn machines.’


‘What happened? Curt! What happened?’


‘I couldn’t reach it, that’s what happened. I tried to get down to the firing controls. I could see them just beyond my fingers, but I couldn’t get down far enough. Can you understand that, Comain? I could actually see them.’ Static washed through the speaker and the men moved a little closer, hungry to catch the last words of the first man in space.


‘I stripped off the G-suit. I stripped off the undersuit. I still couldn’t get down far enough. I grew desperate then. It’s funny how a man will grow desperate when he still thinks there’s a chance. I cut a vein and covered my body with my own blood. I thought that it would let me slip those last few inches, a sort of oil you know, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t do it, Comain. A half-inch difference in the width of the hatch would have done it. Three inches difference in the position of the firing point would have done it. Even a single tool would have enabled me to fire the drive, but I didn’t have it, Comain. I didn’t have it.’


‘Couldn’t he have used his feet?’ A man whispered the suggestion, then fell silent as the radio blurred again.


‘Have you ever tried stripping wire and connecting them with your toes, Comain? I did. I ripped the nails from both feet trying, but it was no good. You chose your wiring well. It would take a knife to get through the insulation and I hadn’t got a knife. I hadn’t got anything except my teeth.’ Curt laughed again. ‘I can taste my own blood now.’


‘God!’ A man stumbled towards the door, his face white, and his eyes sick and dark against his strained features. Adams stared after him then stepped towards the radio.


‘Rosslyn. How are your physical symptoms?’


‘I’m scared. Colonel. As scared as all hell. I’m going to die. You know that don’t you? I know it, and so you’ll know it too.’


‘Never mind that now. How are your physical symptoms? Has the radiation affected you at all?’


‘Radiation?’ Curt sounded puzzled. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘Snap out of it, man.’ Adams glared at the radio. ‘You know what I mean. Has the radiation affected you at all?’


‘I don’t know. How could I know? I’ve been busy trying to fix up this glorified firework. Damn you and your questions anyway. Why the hell should I answer?’


‘Curt.’ Comain thrust Adams away from the radio. ‘Don’t be bitter about it. We couldn’t help it, you know that. You took a chance and you lost, but if you had the chance again, would you refuse?’


‘Thanks, Comain, I knew that you’d understand.’ The faint voice echoed with a peculiar gratefulness from the speaker. ‘Would I take it again? I don’t know. It hasn’t been pleasant up here. All on my own, doubled with sickness, knowing that I’m going to die. I don’t want to die, Comain. I want to live, to enjoy all the things I haven’t had time to enjoy. I want to smell the scent of growing things, to feel the rain on my face, and to see the sunset and the night sky. I want to marry, have some kids perhaps, grow to be an old man. I shan’t have any of those things now, Comain. I shall never know what they are like, the things I haven’t had. All I’ve got now is a tank of air, a tank of water, and the universe to rove in. It’s a big universe, Comain, but I don’t think that I shall be seeing much of it.’


‘Curt.’ Comain bit his lips until the blood ran down. ‘Curt – I’m sorry.’


‘Sorry? Why, Comain? Because I am going to die instead of you? Don’t feel sorry for me. Just see that they spell my name right in the history books. One other thing. Tell Adams not to worry too much about the radiation. I don’t feel any effects from it.’


Static crackled from the radio and the thin, ghost voice, wavered and blurred, fading and dwindling to a tiny thread of sound.


‘Goodbye, Comain. I don’t regret this you know, but if only that hatch had been wider, a half-inch even.’ Comain frowned as he listened to the dying voice. ‘Remember my name, won’t you? I’d like to think that I won’t be wholly forgotten. You know how to spell it? Rosslyn … R … O … S … S …’


Sound snarled from the speaker. A savage burst of noise, thundering, pulsing, and then, as if it had been stopped at the source, silence replaced the noise, silence and the empty hiss of the carrier beam.


‘The automatics,’ whispered Comain sickly. ‘They fired on time.’


‘Then he’s safe?’ Adams stared at the thin man and sweat glistened on his seamed features. Comain shook his head.


‘No. The blast came too late. Anyway, the stress must have split the hull. If the metal of the relay had crystallised then other metal must have been weakened also. Not that it makes any difference now.’


‘Then he’s dead?’


‘Perhaps. What difference does it make? If the hull didn’t split and release his air, killing him instantly, then he will still die. He’s locked in a wrecked ship with little air, little water, no food. We didn’t think that he’d need food on a three-day trip. Whatever happens, dead or not, we’ll never see him again.’


‘I see.’ Adams gulped, then, the training of a lifetime asserting itself, straightened his back and strode towards the door. ‘We must assume that he died in the blast. The radio wouldn’t have cut out the way it did if the control cabin had remained intact. I must report this. Will he fall into the Sun?’


‘I doubt it. With its present speed and course the ship will continue into outer space. It may hit an asteroid, be thrown off course by impact with a meteor, or it may be drawn into the gravitational field of some planet. We don’t know yet, but it doesn’t matter now, does it? Curt is dead. My friend is dead – and I helped to kill him.’


He left the room then, walking on unfeeling feet, his thin features twisted with inner anguish, his weak eyes staring blankly before him. Outside the stuffy room the Moon cast a soft radiance over the firing area, and he stared at it, hating its friendly face.


Curt was dead.


He sat, a stiffened corpse in the wreck of a ship that had been his dream, and his empty eyes stared at the cold glory of the glittering stars. They were cruel those stars. They kindled dreams in the hearts of men and they snatched those dreams away. Once, a long time ago now it seemed, two boys had stared at those stars and had dreamed of blazing a trail of fantastic adventure between the spinning orbs of alien worlds. Boyish dreams, but to them they had been very real. Curt and Comain. Together in incredible adventure, and now …


Curt was dead.


He bumped into a man, not seeing him, not seeing anything, and, stumbling a little, continued on his way into the night. The man stared after him, frowning, half-decided to follow the tall, thin person with the deathly white face. He shrugged, feeling a little troubled, a little uneasy, and, at the same time, a little disgusted. It was not often that a grown man walked the desert crying like a child.




CHAPTER VI


The man had a thick neck, thick wrists, thick body, and eyebrows so thick that they looked like a bar of black metal resting above his eyes. His clothes hugged the body of a prizefighter but his voice, when he spoke, was the voice of an educated man.


‘Mr Comain?’


‘Yes?’ Comain hesitated on the porch of the small house he rented, key in his hand, and looked at his visitor. The man smiled.


‘Shall we go inside?’ There was no accent and his tones were cultured and yet Comain knew that the man was not speaking his native tongue. There was a certain preciseness, an unnatural perfection only to be acquired by an adult learning a foreign language and being satisfied with nothing but perfection. That very perfection, the way he spoke, betrayed the very thing that he had striven to hide. Comain shrugged and opened the door.


Inside, the house was a mess. Comain lived alone and lived only for his work. Heavy technical books cluttered the tables, filled the chairs, spilled on to the faded carpet on the floor and rested like multi-coloured boxes, on rows of sagging chairs. Parts of semi-dismantled apparatus lay on a bench and a sheet of black insulation was studded with the blank faces of registering dials.


The stranger looked around, cleared some of the books from a chair, dusted the seat, and sitting down, took a cigarette from a gold-chased, silver case. He offered it to the lean man and Comain shook his head.


‘No thank you.’ He dragged a stool from beneath the table and sat down, resting his elbows on the scarred wood. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘For me?’ The man smiled. ‘Perhaps it is I who can do something for you.’ He hesitated. ‘Permit me to introduce myself, my name is Smith, John Smith.’ He frowned at Comain’s involuntary smile. ‘I amuse you?’


‘Your lack of imagination does.’


‘How so?’


‘Your choice of name is hardly one to arouse confidence. American?’


‘No.’


‘English?’


‘Does that matter?’


‘It could,’ said Comain deliberately. ‘Even though I am no longer working for the government yet I still come beneath Security regulations. Either you are very naive or you take me for me for a fool.’ He rose and headed towards the door. ‘I think that you had better go now.’ The stranger didn’t move.


‘You move too fast,’ he murmured, ‘and in the wrong direction. I have no intention of asking you to betray trust.’


‘No?’


‘No.’ Smoke plumed from the slim cigarette. ‘Please sit down, there is much we need to discuss.’ He waited until Comain, moving with a slow reluctance, resumed his position on the stool. ‘You see,’ said Smith casually, ‘the people whom I represent know quite a bit about you. They know that you were employed on rocketry and that you left the field five years ago. They also know that you are probably the most advanced expert in the field of cybernetics and electronic computers. They are not interested in anything but that.’ He flipped ash from his cigarette. ‘I am here to offer you employment in that field.’


‘I see.’ Comain stared at the littered room. ‘Is this a clumsy attempt to bribe me? I may be a scientist and I know that the popular conception of all scientists is that they are misguided idealists without any awareness of what goes on outside their circle, but I am not wholly a fool. Admittedly I no longer work for the government, in fact I work for no one but myself, but that doesn’t mean I’m willing to turn traitor to any foreign power offering me a job.’


‘Did I mention the word “traitor”?’ Smith shook his head. ‘Believe me when I say that is the last thing required of you. No. I am simply here to make you an offer, an offer which, as a gentleman, you are at perfect liberty to refuse without ill-feeling.’ He shrugged. ‘It is not so long ago that such offers from one nation to a citizen of another were common. Now, owing to the fanatical regulations, it is not so common.’


‘It is a crime to accept,’ snapped Comain. ‘I shouldn’t even listen to you, you know that.’


‘Why not?’ Smith gestured with his cigarette. ‘Please, let us not be stupid about this. After all, what am I doing? I am making you an offer, is that a crime? I am talking to you, is that wrong? Would it be wrong for you to listen to me? Can you deny the existence of a fact, negate it, by refusing to admit its place in the scheme of things? Really, Comain, as a scientist you should know better.’


‘Your logic does not impress me,’ said Comain coldly. He stared at his visitor. ‘I will admit that no harm can come by my listening to what you have to say, but I must warn you, I will not promise to respect your confidence. I am still a citizen and this is still my country.’


‘A patriot?’ Smith stared curiously at the scientist. ‘After all that has been done to you?’


‘So I lost my job and they kicked me out of the research laboratories. So what?’ Comain didn’t try to hide his bitterness. ‘They didn’t like it when I refused to follow their orders, work along the same old useless lines, and when I tried to show them where they were wrong they fired me.’


‘Misuse of equipment,’ murmured Smith. ‘Insubordination and an incorrect attitude towards the problem as a whole.’ He shrugged. ‘The commercial field perhaps, or no, they are even more stringent.’


‘I was blacklisted.’ Comain wiped his thick lenses. ‘General Electric. Du Ponts. Amalgamated Power. They all turned me down.’ He laughed with brittle anger. ‘Make one wrong step in this set-up and you’re out on your ear – for good!’


‘I see.’ Smith looked down at the glowing tip of his cigarette. ‘So you work at home.’ He glanced at the equipment, his heavy features expressionless. ‘Have you had success?’


‘How could I?’ Comain’s shoulders sagged with the weight of bitterness. ‘Look at the stuff. Junk! Rubbish from the surplus stores. Discarded because it was no good. How can I build a delicate mechanism from that?’


‘But your theories, they have progressed?’


‘A little.’ Enthusiasm warmed the bleak voice as Comain spoke of his dream. ‘You know what I’m after, of course?’


‘A thinking machine, is it not? A robot?’ Smith waved his cigarette. ‘I am not a scientist, remember, but I have a grasp of the general pattern.’


‘A thinking machine.’ Comain shrugged. ‘Say it like that and it’s easy. A robot. Say it that way and it’s easier still.’


‘But there are thinking machines. The big electronic computers, the initial machines?’ Smith paused and held out the butt of his cigarette. Comain took it from him and crushed it out on the floor.


‘You are suffering from the same delusion most people suffer from. You mention the MANIAC, the EINAC, and other initial machines. You talk of electronic computers, and all you’re really talking about are glorified adding machines. They not think. They perform routine operations, perform them at incredible speeds, but that is all. There isn’t a single machine in existence that can be truly called a “thinking machine”. In fact, the general trend among the operators of such machines is to restrict what they mean by the term “thinking” as something the machines cannot do.’


‘But …’ Smith looked bewildered. ‘I understood …’ Comain shrugged.


‘You understood that I am working on the problem of thinking machines, and so I am.’ He leaned a little further across the littered table. ‘Let us look at the problem and see what it is we’re up against. First, it isn’t enough just to construct a machine which will hold information. We already have such machines, we call them libraries. It isn’t enough to build a collection of glass and wire that can add faster, or compute faster than the human brain. We have that sort too, from the adding machines in offices to the big initial machines at Washington. They are merely work horses. They can do nothing but what they are designed to do, and only routine mathematical work at that. They are no more thinking machines than a selenium switch that turns on the light when it grows dark can be called a thinking machine. The principle is the same in both cases, relays operated by external stimuli. A true thinking machine needs something more than that.’
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