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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.


      




CHAPTER 1


Ben Shore woke – and the long interior of the barracks-like building around him was still, moonlit dark. For a moment on waking he could not remember where he was. He lay motionless, waiting for memory to come back to him.


He had come awake suddenly, automatically, and ready for action, as was his habit. Now for a moment he hung halfway between sleep and wakefulness, waiting for everything he had forgotten to catch up with his abruptly roused body.


It came back, all at once, with the solid, body-blow impact of remembering a crime, planned, but yet to be committed; and he stiffened on his cot as if one of the men sleeping around him had jumped up without warning to shout accusingly at him.


Then the first shock passed, leaving behind it only the steady feeling of emptiness, bleakness, and determination he had felt first after the decision two days ago. It was settled and done. With the muscle of will power built up over the eight years now since he had first made up his mind that the phase ship must be built, he shoved the present emptiness and the rest of it into the corner of his thoughts, out from under foot. He turned his attention to the coming day. There were only two hours left, and everything still to be done.


He rolled over on his side and picked up the small alarm clock from the pale new wood of the floor. In the moonlight, the sharp black hands pointed like daggers at sixteen minutes to four. He pushed in the unnecessary alarm button before it went off, as he had set it, at fifteen minutes to the hour. He got up on one elbow, looking down the room.


The double row of cots running along it were filled with sleeping men, all the way to the dark end that was the wall of the latrine. In the long wall opposite him, the cold, distant full moon shone brilliantly as a spotlight through the bare, glass panes of the windows over the row of cots opposite him. The moon’s rays passed above those cots and the dark centre aisle to paint at last false windows of light, half on the upper half of the cots on his side, half on the wall behind him. Above these false windows, the wall at Ben’s back and the windows in it were dark. The night coldness of these northern latitudes in September struck through the thin wooden shell of the uninsulated wall. But the air bathing Ben’s face and neck and hands was hot.


Just over his cot, a muted, heated roar came steadily from the blower like a giant’s continuous outbreathing in an endless rushing breath exhaling towards infinity. For a second, his half-awake state moved in Ben to give birth to the wild idea that it was the unstoppable breath of time itself, breathing on them all, blowing the whole tense, overarmed world forward to nuclear self-destruction. He jerked his mind back from that notion and looked down the double row of cots to the far dark wall at the end. It was pierced by a rectangle, the fine-as-if-pen-drawn line of yellow light outlining the door to the latrine. At right angles to that was the inset block of darkness in the opposite long wall that was the door to the unborn day outside, waiting for him. Ben threw back the blankets and sat up on the edge of the cot.


The floor was cold to the bare soles of his feet. For a moment, sitting up, he had felt a little dizziness, a light-headedness from lack of sleep. That was not right. It had been only yesterday – no, he corrected himself – it had been the day before yesterday, that he had ordered everyone up here from the underground site fifteen miles away. In that forty-eight hours or so until now, he had only had the three hours of sleep just past. So the dizziness was justified. All the same, he could not afford it. Later, he would have all the time in the universe to sleep. Now – he reached into the dark wooden stand by his cot, fumbled out his kitbag of toilet articles and towel, and got up, heading for the latrine door.


The old, hastily laid floorplanks creaked slightly under his feet as he moved down the centre aisle between the sleeping men. Guilt flooded back into him without warning. He had a sudden self-image of himself creeping between their unsuspecting bodies like a traitorous captain. Once more he stiff-armed the feeling from him. With fifty nations standing armed and ready at each other’s throats, it was no time to play at self-reproach. But it had wakened another ancient doubt and worry to plague him. He was determined to go through with it. But, how would they – these men he thought he knew well, and the women, too – how would they react to it when it was too late to change anything?


Quietly, unobtrusively, over the past six months, he had tried to weed out the nervous ones, the fearful, the unreliable among both the men and women. For that matter he had tried to weed out the women entirely, but that had not worked. He thought those that were left now could be counted on. But was he right?


He looked at the faces not hidden by darkness – the faces of the men on his left, caught in the pattern of the moonlight, as he passed them. Now, on this last morning, even if they didn’t know what was coming, if there was a weakness in any of them, certainly, keyed-up as he was, he should be able to see it. He stared at the lean, high-schoolish face of Ralph Egan. It was young but serene in the moonlight. He moved on, to the dark, unyielding black face of Matt Duncan. Matt, he knew he could count on. He moved on … Kirk Walish, half-bald in the moonlight. Hans Clogh, his plump face relaxed, his clever mathematician’s gaze hooded in sleep. Julian Tyree, his Jamaican face as dark as Matt’s, but smaller-boned, more secret and withdrawn … These three were all older men. Physically, they should be all right, but there was a certain hardening of attitude that came with age, a loss of the ability to adjust …


Cooper Malson, sprawled out on his stomach, the long length of him with his brown hair tumbled in his eyes. The youngest among the men. But his reflexes of body and brain were unmatched. He could adapt, but would he have the stability that a few more years would have given him? Ben came at last to the two final cots in the row touched by the moonlight, and paused.


These, who would be his seconds-in-command, he must at least be able to count on. And certainly he could, after the years of knowing each of them. If he knew anyone, he should know these two. And still … this final morning the moonlight fell on their sleeping faces and seemed to mock him, challenging him to recognise them in the pattern of cold light and lightless shadow.


Ben’s own shadow fell black between the two cots and touched both of them. The moonlight passed through all the distance of space and night and through the windows to slide over his shoulders and illuminate the sleeping men. Lee Ruiz was on Ben’s left. Walter Bone on his right. The moonlight fell on both their faces and showed them with a difference.


Their upper bodies and faces were revealed by the light. Their lower parts were in darkness. The small personal elements of their faces were stripped away, leaving only light and shadow.


In these cold abstract patterns of black and white, Ben looked without success for the men he had known – Lee for eight years, Walt since high school. These two, Lee and Walt, were the ones who had actually created the phase ship – Lee, the technical master, Walt, the theoretical genius and originator of the field of phase physics he himself had developed. Ben had only imagined the ship, had forced it into being, had directed its making. After four years of the three of them working together, though, certainly Ben should recognise them – even in the moonlight!


But he could not be sure now. The pattern of light and dark seemed to have aged Lee, on Ben’s left. Lee was made old and savage. All his good looks were drawn down to the skeleton shape of his skull, as if by prolonged suffering, and the platinum chain holding the crucifix around his neck looked like the burnt-in black halter scar of some ancient slavery.


Beside Lee, Walt Bone seemed no longer even living. His massive-boned, sleeping face, topping the giant’s body under the covers and the darkness, stared straight up from the pillow, motionless as the face of a stone god. The illumination fell white on the broad bones of his brow and cheeks and powerful, jutting jaw. It left darkness pooled in the deep sockets of his eyes, in the grim cleft of his chin, and along the straight line between his closed lips. The shape shown by the moonlight looked no more mortal flesh than the metal of the Nobel Prize medal, contemptuously pierced and fitted with a chain to serve as vest-pocket counterweight to the eighteen hundred dollar pocket watch lying beside it among the small change atop Walt’s cot-side stand.


All the thoughtfulness and searching of the man Ben had known on and off these long years was wiped out by the light from space. What was left was the carved, closed mask of some ancient tyrant or prophet.


Mask and mask, the two men slept side by side. Slave and tyrant – and Ben knew neither of them. Walt, least of all. The coldness of the floor against his bare feet ran suddenly up his legs in a shiver, up his spine, and spread out in a band of tight coldness across his shoulders. Suddenly he was certain that, alone among all the men and women of the phase ship crew, Walt had known all along what Ben was planning to do.


Ben shook it off. He turned to the latrine door. He went across the few feet of dark-floor still remaining and through it, leaving only a furtive flash of light into the dark sleeping chamber behind him. Three steps down and his bare feet touched the even greater coldness of cement floor. Light dazzled at him from the white enamel of the wash basins and stools, the wall-long mirror above the basins.


Ben put his toilet bag on the shelf below the mirror and above the last wash basin next to the showers. To his own eyes, under the fluorescent lights over the mirror, his own square face looked back at him, brutal in appearance and incapable of weaknesses. Once he had hated it for refusing to mirror the questioning and doubts he felt inside himself. Now, he was grateful for that failure. Without needing moonlight, he wore a mask.


When he stripped off the tee shirt and shorts in which he had slept, his lean, tall, still hard-muscled body looked pale in the mirror from the two years spent mostly underground. He walked naked into the shower area and turned on the hot and cold taps of the first shower together. When the spray was warm enough, he stepped under the showerhead. What had felt lukewarm to his hand felt hot to his sleep-cold body. As soon as he began to revive, he turned the water up, warmer. With the heat that was soon sending steam smoking about the galvanised metal walls of the shower stall, the ghosts of strangers and doubts withdrew and he began to come alive.


The ordered needs of the day now starting pushed aside his lightheadedness from the lack of sleep and moved like disciplined soldiers into the forefront of his mind. His thoughts ran ahead to the meeting with Marsh Otam, the Washington liaison man, and to the daylight, and began planning the order in which the necessary things would have to be accomplished. His problem-solving mental machinery, which had come floating free out of the endless universe of sleep, now touched earth once more, put on its armour, and took up its tools of battle. He faced the coming day and left the shower.


Five minutes later, shaved and dressed in work slacks, shirt, and worn brown leather jacket, he stepped out into the chill, still-dark morning. The wind blew cold against his fresh-shaven cheeks and chin.


The sky was paling slightly. The sun would be up soon, but for now the camouflaged buildings of the surface installation and the distant hillock that was the phase ship itself, in disguise, were blocks and lumps of darkness. He stood looking about at them for a moment, then turned and walked across the short distance of gravel, pounded flat by the tractors and trucks, and went softly up the five steep, narrow wooden steps to the door of the women’s barracks. He opened the door and stepped quietly inside.


The women’s barracks was an older building and there was a phone just inside the door, against the wall. He lifted down the handpiece and dialled the message centre, back at the underground installation. While he waited for the message centre to answer, he looked around at this other, long sleeping room.


Here, it was exactly as it had been in the men’s barracks, except that half the long room was empty. The blower was on here, too, and the warm air felt harshly hot on his face and hands after the coldness of his brief walk outside. In the shadow of the closed door, holding the phone and waiting, he looked at the women of the phase ship crew. They slept more quietly than the men, those he could see in the moonlight, and they were smaller under the blankets.


But the moonlight, mixed with the creeping dawn, marked them also. In the moonlight, farthest off of those who were visible, Polly Neigh’s face looked small under its dark hair against the pillow. One bed closer, Tessie Sorenson slept, relaxed and younger than he had ever seen her. Closest, Nora Taller’s strong beautiful features under her black hair looked strangely lonely in the stillness. Ben felt his own loneliness echo inside him at the sight of hers.


The phone buzzed. A small voice spoke from it.


‘Message Centre. Waller speaking.’


Ben put the handpiece to his mouth.


‘Ben Shore,’ he said softly. ‘Any sign of Marsh Otam’s plane on the radar yet?’


‘Just a few miles out. Coming in for a landing now,’ said the voice.


‘Good. Tell him to take the rail car through the tunnel to the Surface Installation here, as soon as he lands. Say I’ll be waiting for him – he’ll know where.’


‘Right.’


‘Oh,’ said Ben. A thought had occurred to him. ‘If his plane’s pilot wants to take off again right away, ask him please to wait.’


‘Right.’


‘That’s all then.’ Ben hung up the phone. He looked at the sleeping women for a second more, turned, and went softly out of the door and down the steps. On the gravel he paused. The moon was fading in the face of the brightening horizon opposite. Still, it was not yet day. It would be ten minutes or more before Marsh could get here.


He turned away from both barracks and walked slowly up a little slope towards the camouflaged phase ship and the end of the Installation.


Small, hooded lights gleamed at the corners of the buildings he passed. A row of windows was alight at the back of the mess hall and in the infirmary. The combined Installations’ two doctors would be getting ready to give the phase ship crew the medical examinations he had ordered for them before breakfast. Under the combination of faded moonlight and brightening sky, Ben glanced at his watch again. Its black hands stood squarely on ten minutes past four. He walked on until he came out at last between two large buildings, stopping above a field of late wheat and only some forty yards from the hillock that was the camouflage dome over the phase ship.


From this came a few stray twinkles of yellow light, the sound of voices and of heavy objects being shifted on surfaces of cement or metal. Loading should be nearly complete.


He looked away, out over the field of wheat. At first glance it was only a vaguely moving carpet of darkness, but as he stood watching and the minutes ran slowly away, the dawn brightened until he could see just the ripe heads of the grain making up the texture of its surface.


The cold breeze of morning moved across that surface. He could trace the wind’s passage in the small extra darkness here and there where the graintops bent before the invisible pressure of the moving air. He felt the breeze himself on his hands and face and throat, filling his lungs coldly, outlining the heat of his clothed body with its chill; and suddenly he imagined all the moving ocean of air above the world.


A deep and desperate feeling moved in him. He imagined the stony metallic bones of the earth under his feet, the depths of the oceans, light and dark, river and lake, season shifting into season, all the life of this planet on which he had been born and of whose substance he was made, flesh and bone, molecule and atom. The feeling moved deeply in him. The muscles of his shoulders ached and he reached down suddenly, in between the gravel that came to its end with the edge of the Installation, here, and took up a handful of plain dirt. He clenched it in his fist with all the muscle of his arm and held it there. For a moment he felt rooted in the world himself, like a stone, or tree.


‘– Ben?’ said a harsh, and somewhat breathless voice behind him.


He turned, letting the dirt fall. A shadow came at him from out of the shadow between the two buildings behind him and stepped out into the growing daylight to show itself to be Marsh Otam, back from Washington on schedule. As Marsh came close, the pale light left darkness in the lines of his middle-aged, heavy-boned face so that he looked older by ten years or more than his forty-eight years. He was no more than average height, half a head shorter than Ben, and shrunken further by weight and fatigue.


‘Yes,’ said Ben.


Marsh halted before him, holding a package in his hand.


‘Don’t know why you wanted me to meet you here,’ he said. His breathing was heavy in the stillness. The suit he wore bulked out of press and rumpled.


‘There may be some highly secret orders in what you’re carrying,’ said Ben.


‘There isn’t.’ Marsh handed the package over and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand as Ben broke the seals on the package. ‘Save yourself time, Ben. I know what’s in there. Oh, you got the military ranks you asked for. Everybody’s commissioned in the Air Force. Copies of the order in there for all of them. You’ll have two captains, Bone and Ruiz. You’re a Brigadier General, yourself. The gap’s so you can promote now and then to give the illusion things are still happening.’


Ben sorted through the orders and extracted a long envelope, also sealed. It was addressed to Brigadier General Benjamin Allen Shore and was of some light shade impossible to make out in the dawn light, not white but close to white, and of heavy, rich paper. Seals were impressive on it.


‘Look if you want, now,’ said Marsh. His voice was harsh and throaty. It seemed to be always on the verge of breaking out into angry argument. ‘Just something to keep everyone happy.’


‘You’ve read it?’ Ben said. ‘You know what’s in it?’


‘I don’t have to,’ said Marsh. ‘You expect too much of the man, Ben. He’s President of the United States, not God. Four billion people in the world now, and they all want to live. So we’ve got fifty nations with gigaton bombs and all ready to shoot the first time anyone sends up a toy Fourth of July rocket. It’s not his fault.’


‘Someone has to make a move,’ said Ben, breaking the seals on the envelope.


‘No,’ said Marsh. ‘It’s no use, I tell you. Everybody’s under the axe, and everybody wants to live. So, it’s a world gone paranoiac as the psychologists say. Saying it doesn’t change it. Nobody dares disarm, nobody dares attack. We all sit waiting for the accident – for the pin to drop. Test-flying this phase ship would be the pin, Ben.’


‘No,’ said Ben. ‘Radar can’t see us if we make one big jump to orbit position. We don’t go from here to there. We stop being here and appear there.’ He was unfolding the pages inside the envelope. ‘I tell you, Marsh, it’s a matter of breaking a stalemate. Just let us loose to find one liveable planet –’


‘Ben! Ben, will you stop it!’ said Marsh, harshly and wearily. ‘How many times have you told me? How many times have I told them down in Washington? It’s no good. Eight years ago you had me convinced, and I thought it was good. But it’s no good now. It’s eight years worse. The people want to live, Congress wants to live – even the President wants to live. Oh, he’d give you the order if it were just his own neck, but in one week word would leak, the country would blow up, and then the world would blow up!’


He stopped. Ben, who was reading the pages, could not see the older man’s face.


‘Face it, will you, Ben?’ Marsh’s voice said. ‘It’s too late. All your bright ideas about the world coming to its senses when it finds out the phase ship’s in space, the idea we can find new worlds – it’s all a dream. It never was anything but a dream, and it never would have stopped the way things are anyway –’


He broke off. Ben, now done reading, looked up, refolded the sheets, and put them back into the envelope with exaggerated care.


‘What is it?’ Marsh’s voice was suddenly sharp.


‘It seems you’re wrong,’ said Ben. He was making a great effort to speak calmly, but inside him his heart was thudding with steady, slow blows in his chest. ‘I’ve been ordered to take independent military command of both Installations here and test the phase ship.’


Marsh stood absolutely motionless, looking at him. The light had brightened, and the lines on his face no longer caught darkness. Instead his whole face looked washed-out, grey, and old.


‘Ben –’ he said. ‘Ben –’


Ben put the envelope into an inside pocket of his leather jacket


‘If you’ll wait a few hours before heading back to Washington,’ he said, ‘I’ll have something to send back with you.’ He took a step away from where he was standing, but Marsh flung out a hand and caught hold of a leather-jacketed arm to stop him.


‘Ben,’ said Marsh, hoarsely, ‘that message didn’t say anything like that.’


Ben pulled his arm loose.


‘I’m sorry, Marsh,’ he said. ‘It did. I’ve got to go now, there’s a lot to do.’


He took another step away and Marsh’s voice stopped him.


‘Ben!’ The voice rattled. ‘Ben, let me see that message!’


‘I’m sorry, Marsh,’ said Ben, without turning around. ‘It comes under the regulations of military security now. I can’t show it to you.’


He turned and walked away, leaving Marsh behind him. He came to the camouflage of the hillock hiding the phase ship and lifted a flap of canvas to go through it.


Inside, in a shallow concrete well, was the seventy-five-foot long egg-shape of the phase ship. Workers were still busy loading cartons of freeze-dried rations aboard it. He went down the concrete steps to the floor of the well, across to the loading ramp, and up through the entry airlock to the inside of the ship. Inside, he walked down the short, echoing, close-walled metal corridor to the Crew Chief’s quarters in the centre of the shop.


There he sat down at a desk in the office half of the quarters and pushed the call button on his desk phone. The screen above it came alight with a lean, tired face under close-trimmed hair.


‘Message Centre. Waller speaking,’ said the face. ‘Oh, Ben.’


‘Jim,’ said Ben. ‘This is an official call. Both Installations as of now constitute a single military Command under authority delegated to me by the Congress and the President. I’ve just now got the orders: My rank is Brigadier General, and other ranks will be given later. But as of now this Command by my order to you is put in a condition of strictest security. No planes and no personnel, including the plane on which Mr Otam just arrived, are to be allowed to leave. No outgoing calls will be allowed. All incoming calls to be taken and handled under conditions of strictest secrecy concerning the change of these Installations from civilian to military authority. You’re to act as if we were still under ordinary conditions and civilian control.’


He paused.


‘You understand?’ he said, looking keenly at Waller. A week since, he had arranged things so that it would be Waller who would be on duty at this hour – now he counted on the intelligence and perceptivity of the man. Waller’s slightly sunken blue eyes stared at him from the screen for a second.


‘Just one question,’ said Waller, slowly, after a moment. ‘Ben – I mean, General. Am I in the military and under your orders, now?’


‘That’s right, Jim,’ said Ben. ‘I’ll tell you about your rank later.’ – It was an innocent lie though the commissions were only for the crew of the phase ship. ‘And we’ll publish the orders. Meanwhile –’


‘All right,’ said Waller. ‘All right – General. I’ll handle things the way you say. Is that all?’


‘That’s all,’ said Ben. He punched off the phone, then punched it swiftly on again. ‘One more thing. This office I’m calling from, here on the phase ship, will be my headquarters for the moment.’


Waller nodded. Ben punched off again. He looked up and was suddenly aware of one of the loading crew standing in the doorway of his office, staring at him.


‘Mr Otam’s at the airlock,’ said the man. ‘I told him no one was allowed in –’


‘That was right,’ said Ben. He looked narrowly at the man. ‘You heard what I was saying on the phone just now?’


The man nodded.


‘Then you understand the new situation here,’ said Ben, evenly. ‘What about Mr Otam?’


‘He wants to see you. Can he come in and see you?’


‘No,’ said Ben. ‘No, he can’t see me.’ He looked again at the crew member. ‘I’m going to give you an order,’ he said. ‘Find someone else on the loading crew, and the two of you take Mr Otam to one of the empty staterooms on the ship here and keep him there until you get further orders from me – Can you do that?’


The man hesitated.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Ben. ‘Mr Otam won’t give you any trouble. That’s why I said take two of you. Go ahead, then.’


The man turned and left. Ben sighed and leaned for a moment on the desk with his elbows and rubbed his forehead. He was mildly surprised to find, when he took his fingers away, that they were damp. He felt shaky inside and in need of coffee.


He reached out and switched on the screen’s connection to the receptors outside the camouflage dome. He wanted one more last look at the wheatfield and the unbroken horizon stretching towards the dawn. It came on the screen. The sun was not yet up, but a bright band of daylight stretched above the wheatfield. Far off, black against it, a V-shaped flight of grey Canadian geese headed south like trailing dots of movement.


The sight of them raised his spirits. He was reminded that they made the trip every year, putting their individual lives at stake, but they had to make it – or else the race of geese would not go on. He felt the urge to wash his hands and get down to work. He looked down at them on the table. The fingers of the right hand were still damp from his forehead. The fingers of his left were still stained with dirt.




CHAPTER 2


‘Excuse me, Ben,’ said Lee Ruiz, then checked himself ‘– or should I be saying sir?’


It was a seriously put question, Ben saw, as he looked up from his desk to see Lee in the doorway of the crew chief’s office. Lee, like the rest, had been informed of his new commission and captain’s rank, directly after the early morning medical inspection and before breakfast. Like the rest, Ben saw, Lee had been made self-conscious by it. Ben was tempted to grin at his friend of eight years, to put him at ease, but stopped himself in time. His grinning days, he thought soberly, were over. In charge of the phase ship now, his authority was linked to his impartiality and isolation from the others.


‘Not yet,’ he said, unsmiling, grateful again for the hard mask of his face. ‘What is it?’


‘Well … the ship’s team … I mean the crew,’ said Lee. Two weeks back Ben had ordered the change of title for the group that would move and handle the phase ship, but old habits stuck. ‘There’s a lot going on. That is, a sort of rumour that this isn’t just another simulated, full-dress take-off – but a real one. Can I ask … is it only another simulated take-off?’


Ben, out of the loneliness of his new authority about to say no, checked himself just in time. Plainly – he looked at the tanned, pleasant piratical face of Lee – some of the crew had put Lee up to asking this. He would not have been so demanding on his own. Lee, Ben remembered now, was the man he had picked to be his pipeline to the crew – it could not be Walt, with his computer-like self-sufficiency. To use a pipeline, you had to keep it working.


‘It isn’t,’ said Ben. He watched as Lee’s face lit up and added, ‘We’re taking her up into orbit in a single jump.’


He saw Lee gazing at him, teetering on the edge of a temptation to ask what would come once they were in orbit, and deliberately kept his own gaze forbidding and uncommunicative to block the question.


‘Thanks,’ said Lee, turning away. ‘Everybody’s going to be glad to know we’re moving at last.’


He was going out the door when Ben remembered something.


‘Oh, Lee,’ he said. ‘Will you see if someone can find me a pair of scissors?’


Lee looked back over his shoulder, puzzled.


‘Scissors?’ Lee said.


‘Scissors.’


‘I’ll – I’ll see,’ said Lee, and went off, still plainly trying to fit scissors, somehow, into the fact that they were finally going to test the ship.


Left alone, Ben remembered to look at his clock on the desk. It was almost 8 a.m. He thought again of coffee, which he had never got around to having – or breakfast. The crew would be on board the ship, now, and somebody could bring him some – he suddenly remembered that he had also forgotten to send the imprisoned Marsh Otam, to say nothing of the men who were guarding him, any breakfast. He was reaching for the phone button when Nora appeared in the doorway, holding a pair of scissors.


‘Lee said you wanted these.’ She brought them to his desk. Ben realised that, since Nora was the Stores Officer, as Lee was Equipment Officer and Walt was Navigation Officer, he should have asked Nora for the scissors in the first place.


‘Thanks,’ he said, taking them. He looked up into her calm face, curious to rediscover the traces of loneliness he had seen on it, or thought he had seen on it, when she had been sleeping earlier this morning during his phone call from the women’s barracks. But he saw no signs of it now.


‘Oh, Nora,’ he added, ‘I seem to be asking for things from all the wrong people this morning – but Marsh Otam is locked up in one of the staterooms with a couple of the loading crew standing guard. – No, don’t ask me why, please. But, would you see if you can find him and have the guards turned loose and Marsh sent in to me here?’


She took it calmly.


‘Right away,’ she said. She went out. Like all the crew members, she was wearing the white coveralls that were their uniforms aboard the spaceship – somehow, thought Ben, watching her back as she left the office, she looked smaller in them than he usually thought of her as being.


He picked up the scissors and took up the envelope containing the pages he had read before telling Marsh that the ship was ordered on a test flight. The second page was a duplicate. The first was signed by Walter Eugene, President of the United States, Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces of the United States of America.


He read it through again:




To: Brigadier General Benjamin Allen Shore and officers of Phase Ship Mark III:


You are hereby ordered to hold yourself in readiness to take off on any training flight that later may be ordered. It is hoped that before long you may one day leave the surface of our Earth and even the vicinity of our solar system to find and claim a world habitable by the human race. Indeed it is hoped that the day may soon come on which there may be no misunderstanding as to the aim and purpose of such a flight and on which the latitude and freedom of your search may be unlimited. This is the earnest hope of this nation and, I know, of all peoples of the world.


Meanwhile, pending that day, you are hereby ordered to prosecute your work upon the phase ship itself until it may be capable of a safe search, if necessary to such ultimate limits of space and time as the outermost reaches of the physical universe and for a voyage of forever and a day. For I promise you that the time is coming in which we will so search all systems within reasonable range of our own before accounting the search a failure and returning with such a new home for our human race unfound.





Walter Eugene
 PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF
 AMERICA


Ben laid the second sheet aside and spread the first out before him. Taking a pencil from the desk, he began going through the lines of print before him, crossing out sections of it. When he was done, he read it through again and then picked up the scissors and took a sheet of blank typewriting paper from a drawer of his desk.


He cut narrow strips of white paper from the blank sheet and fastened them with transparent tape over the sections of the page he had lined out with pencil. Then he ran the censored message through a copier on his desk, making two copies. The copies showed a mutilated, but understandable, text. He was just putting the copies away in his desk when the loading crew guard ushered in Marsh.


‘Thank you,’ said Ben to the guard. ‘That’s all. You can leave the ship now. Close the door, will you?’


The man went out, closing the door. Marsh dropped heavily into a chair facing Ben’s desk. He looked shambled and broken.


‘I’m sorry you didn’t get any breakfast –’ began Ben. Marsh’s hand, lifted and dropped, showed what he cared for breakfast. He sat slumped in the chair, hardly looking at Ben.


Ben reached for an official envelope and a desktop sealing machine. He put one of the duplicates of the censored message into the envelope and began using the sealer on it, actually heatbonding the special paper of the envelope together under the large blue seals affixed by the machine.


‘Ben,’ Marsh’s voice was hoarse but steady. ‘Let me see that message.’


‘I’m sorry. No,’ said Ben. ‘But I’m sending a copy of it back with you.’


He passed the now blue-sealed envelope across the desk into Marsh’s hands. Marsh sat turning it over and staring at it.


‘Ben,’ he said. ‘Don’t go.’


There were two patches of red, like stage makeup standing out against the grey skin surrounding Marsh’s cheekbones. Watching this man, whom he also had known for eight years now, Ben felt his inner self, his bowels of compassion they would have said with biblical flavour two hundred years ago, twist with pity and a little disgust. Then the disgust evaporated, and he was only sorry for Marsh.


‘Marsh,’ he said, as gently as he could, ‘the world isn’t going to blow up.’


‘It’s not that I’m afraid of,’ said Marsh. ‘I’m not afraid of dying – even if I’m still a young man.’ He raised his eyes suddenly to meet Ben’s. ‘Did you realise that, Ben? As politics goes, I’m a young man. I’ve got twenty more years to aim for one of the top jobs.’


But he would never make it, thought Ben, watching him. He had been close enough to politics these last eight years to see that it was no different from other professions. In the end, the top positions went to the men who had proved themselves unstoppable. Walt, with a Nobel Prize for science in his twenties, was such a man. It made no difference that Walt had won that prize before he was thirty. If somehow he had not won it then, he would have won it before he was forty – or fifty – eventually. It was the men only death could stop that ended up in the top positions. Marsh’s twenty years would do him no good.


‘What is it you’re afraid of then?’ Ben asked.


‘You know.’ Marsh’s eyes were red and rimmed with creases, staring at Ben. ‘I’m afraid of what you’ll find, out there.’


Ben stared at him. ‘You’ve been seeing too many monster movies.’


‘Yes, but this isn’t movies!’ Marsh’s voice went up and he leaned forward, putting a thick-fingered hand on the outer edge of Ben’s desk. ‘Ben, a hundred trillion stars, a hundred trillion suns in the galaxy. A billion of them maybe with planetary systems – there has to be something out there, alive, out of all those possible worlds where life could be, that can do something to us worse than we ever imagined. – If we let it find out we’re here.’


‘Yes,’ said Ben. He sat still behind his desk.


‘Then … don’t go.’


‘Wild geese have hunters waiting for them too,’ said Ben.


Marsh stared at him.


‘I don’t understand …?’ Marsh said.


‘The wild geese and other migratory birds have to fly south regardless, Marsh!’ said Ben, letting his voice sharpen, as the other man opened his mouth to speak again. ‘You’ll have to go now. We’re about to take off. – I’ve phoned the message centre to give clearance to your plane and pilot.’


Marsh’s fingers loosened, lost their grip on the deskedge. He slumped back in his chair, then slowly heaved himself up out of it, clutching the blue-sealed envelope. He turned and walked towards that door of the office leading to the women’s side, the corridor, and the airlock.


‘Goodbye, Marsh,’ said Ben.


Marsh did not answer. Opening the door, he went out.


Ben cleared his desk and got to his feet. As he did so, there was a buzz and the red-coloured one of four different coloured lights on the desk lit up. He paused to reach over and press the ‘receive’ switch on his desk intercom.


‘Ship sealed for take-off,’ said Walt’s deep voice.


‘Thank you,’ said Ben. He let go of the switch, which flipped back up into ‘off’ position, and went out through the side door at the right of his desk into the curving corridor on the men’s side of the ship. He walked down past the corridor with the series of doors to eighteen roomette-type ‘staterooms’ on the right and the wall of the Control, Computer, and Observation Sections beyond it on his left. The doors of some of the staterooms were open, but no one was in them. Following the curve of the corridor around, he came to the Lounge-Dining room at the front of the ship and saw most of the off-duty people there.
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