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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.
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‘SO THIS is the first time you’ve been upstairs?’ said the pilot, leaning back idly in his seat so that it rocked to and fro in the gimbals. He clasped his hands behind his neck in a nonchalant manner that did nothing to reassure his passenger.


‘Yes,’ said Martin Gibson, never taking his eyes from the chronometer as it ticked away the seconds.


‘I thought so. You never got it quite right in your stories – all that nonsense about fainting under the acceleration. Why must people write such stuff? It’s bad for business.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Gibson replied. ‘But I think you must be referring to my earlier stories. Space-travel hadn’t got started then, and I had to use my imagination.’


‘Maybe,’ said the pilot grudgingly. (He wasn’t paying the slightest attention to the instruments, and take-off was only two minutes away.) ‘It must be funny, I suppose, for this to be happening to you, after writing about it so often.’


The adjective, thought Gibson, was hardly the one he would have used himself, but he saw the other’s point of view. Dozens of his heroes – and villains – had gazed hypnotized at remorseless seconds-hands, waiting for the rockets to hurl them into infinity. And now – as it always did if one waited long enough – the reality had caught up with the fiction. The same moment lay only ninety seconds in his own future. Yes, it was funny, a beautiful case of poetic justice.


The pilot glanced at him, read his feelings, and grinned cheerfully.


‘Don’t let your own stories scare you. Why, I once took-off standing up, just for a bet, though it was a damn silly thing to do.’


‘I’m not scared,’ Gibson replied with unnecessary emphasis.


‘Hmmm,’ said the pilot, condescending to glance at the clock. The second-hand had one more circuit to go. ‘Then I shouldn’t hold on to the seat like that. It’s only beryl-manganese: you might bend it.’


Sheepishly, Gibson relaxed. He knew that he was building up synthetic responses to the situation, but they seemed none the less real for all that.


‘Of course,’ said the pilot, still at ease but now, Gibson noticed, keeping his eyes fixed on the instrument panel, ‘it wouldn’t be very comfortable if it lasted more than a few minutes – ah, there go the fuel pumps. Don’t worry when the vertical starts doing funny things, but let the seat swing where it likes. Shut your eyes if that helps at all. (Hear the igniter jets start then?) We take about ten seconds to build up to full thrust – there’s really nothing to it, apart from the noise. You just have to put up with that. I SAID, YOU JUST HAVE TO PUT UP WITH THAT!’


But Martin Gibson was doing nothing of the sort. He had already slipped gracefully into unconsciousness at an acceleration that had not yet exceeded that of a high-speed elevator.


He revived a few minutes and a thousand kilometres later, feeling quite ashamed of himself. A beam of sunlight was shining full on his face, and he realized that the protective shutter on the outer hull must have slid aside. Although brilliant, the light was not as intolerably fierce as he would have expected: then he saw that only a fraction of the full intensity was filtering through the deeply tinted glass.


He looked at the pilot, hunched over his instrument board and busily writing up the log. Everything was very quiet, but from time to time there would come curiously muffled reports – almost miniature explosions – that Gibson found disconcerting. He coughed gently to announce his return to consciousness, and asked the pilot what they were.


‘Thermal contraction in the motors,’ he replied briefly. ‘They’ve been running round five thousand degrees and cool mighty fast. You feeling all right now?’


‘I’m fine,’ Gibson answered, and meant it. ‘Shall I get up?’


Psychologically, he had hit the bottom and bounced back. It was a very unstable position, though he did not realize it.


‘If you like,’ said the pilot doubtfully. ‘But be careful – hang on to something solid.’


Gibson felt a wonderful sense of exhilaration. The moment he had waited for all his life had come. He was in space! It was too bad that he’d missed the take-off, but he’d gloss that part over when he wrote it up.


From a thousand kilometres away, Earth was still very large – and something of a disappointment. The reason was quickly obvious. He had seen so many hundreds of rocket photographs and films that the surprise had been spoilt: he knew exactly what to expect. There were the inevitable moving bands of cloud on their slow march round the world. At the centre of the disc, the divisions between land and sea were sharply defined, and an infinite amount of minute detail was visible, but towards the horizon everything was lost in the thickening haze. Even in the cone of clear vision vertically beneath him, most of the features were unrecognizable and therefore meaningless. No doubt a meteorologist would have gone into transports of delight at the animated weather-map displayed below – but most of the meteorologists were up in the space-stations, anyway, where they had an even better view. Gibson soon grew tired of searching for cities and other works of man. It was chastening to think that all the thousands of years of human civilization had produced no appreciable change in the panorama below.


Then Gibson began to look for the stars, and met his second disappointment. They were there, hundreds of them, but pale and wan, mere ghosts of the blinding myriads he had expected to find. The dark glass of the port was to blame: in subduing the Sun, it had robbed the stars of all their glory.


Gibson felt a vague annoyance. Only one thing had turned out quite as expected. The sensation of floating in mid-air, of being able to propel oneself from wall to wall at the touch of a finger, was just as delightful as he had hoped – though the quarters were too cramped for any ambitious experiments. Weightlessness was an enchanting, a fairy-like state, now that there were drugs to immobilize the balance organs and space-sickness was a thing of the past. He was glad of that. How his heroes had suffered! (His heroines too, presumably, but one never mentioned that.) He remembered Robin Blake’s first flight, in the original version of Martian Dust. When he’d written that, he had been heavily under the influence of D. H. Lawrence. (It would be interesting, one day, to make a list of the authors who hadn’t influenced him at one time or another.)


There was no doubt that Lawrence was magnificent at describing physical sensations, and quite deliberately Gibson had set out to defeat him on his own ground. He had devoted a whole chapter to space-sickness, describing every symptom from the queasy premonitions that could sometimes be willed aside, the subterranean upheavals that even the most optimistic could no longer ignore, the volcanic cataclysms of the final stages, and the ultimate, merciful exhaustion.


The chapter had been a masterpiece of stark realism. It was too bad that his publishers, with an eye on a squeamish ‘Book of the Month’ Club, had insisted on removing it. He had put a lot of work into that chapter: while he was writing it, he had really lived those sensations. Even now—


*


‘It’s very puzzling,’ said the MO thoughtfully as the now quiescent author was propelled through the airlock. ‘He’s passed his medical tests OK, and of course he’ll have had the usual injections before leaving Earth. It must be psychosomatic.’


‘I don’t care what it is,’ complained the pilot bitterly, as he followed the cortège into the heart of Space Station One. ‘All I want to know is – who’s going to clean up my ship?’


No one seemed inclined to answer this heart-felt question, least of all Martin Gibson, who was only vaguely conscious of white walls drifting by his field of vision. Then, slowly, there was a sensation of increasing weight, and a warm, caressing glow began to steal through his limbs. Presently he became fully aware of his surroundings. He was in a hospital ward, and a battery of infra-red lamps was bathing him with a glorious enervating warmth, that sank through his flesh to the very bones.


‘Well?’ said the doctor, presently.


Gibson grinned feebly.


‘I’m sorry about this. Is it going to happen again?’


‘I don’t know how it happened the first time. It’s very unusual: the drugs we have now are supposed to be infallible.’


‘I think it was my own fault,’ said Gibson apologetically. ‘You see, I’ve got a rather powerful imagination, and I started thinking about the symptoms of space-sickness – in quite an objective sort of way, of course – but before I knew what had happened—’


‘Well, just stop it!’ ordered the doctor sharply. ‘Or we’ll have to send you right back to Earth. You can’t do this sort of thing if you’re going to Mars. There wouldn’t be much left of you after three months.’


A shudder passed through Gibson’s tortured frame. But he was rapidly recovering, and already the nightmare of the last hour was fading into the past.


‘I’ll be OK,’ he said. ‘Let me out of this muffle-furnace before I cook.’


A little unsteadily, he got to his feet. It seemed strange, here in space, to have normal weight again. Then he remembered that Station One was spinning on its axis, and the living quarters were built around the outer walls so that centrifugal force could give the illusion of gravity.


The great adventure, he thought ruefully, hadn’t started at all well. But he was determined not to be sent home in disgrace. It was not merely a question of his own pride: the effect on his public and his reputation would be deplorable. He winced as he visualized the headlines: ‘GIBSON GROUNDED! SPACE-SICKNESS ROUTS AUTHOR-ASTRONAUT.’ Even the staid literary weeklies would pull his leg, and as for Time – no it was unthinkable!


‘It’s lucky,’ said the MO, ‘that we’ve got twelve hours before the ship leaves. I’ll take you into the zero-gravity section and see how you manage there, before I give you a clean bill of health.’


Gibson also thought that was a good idea. He had always regarded himself as fairly fit, and until now it had never seriously occurred to him that this journey might not be merely uncomfortable but actually dangerous. You could laugh at space-sickness – when you’d never experienced it yourself. Afterwards, it seemed a very different matter.


The Inner Station – ‘Space Station One’, as it was usually called – was just over two thousand kilometres from Earth, circling the planet every two hours. It had been Man’s first stepping-stone to the stars, and though it was no longer technically necessary for spaceflight, its presence had a profound effect on the economics of interplanetary travel. All journeys to the Moon or the planets started from here: the unwieldy atomic ships floated alongside this outpost of Earth while the cargoes from the parent world were loaded into their holds. A ferry service of chemically fuelled rockets linked the Station to the planet beneath, for by law no atomic drive-unit was allowed to operate within a thousand kilometres of the Earth’s surface. Even this safety margin was felt by many to be inadequate, for the radioactive blast of a nuclear propulsion unit could cover that distance in less than a minute.


Space Station One had grown with the passing years, by a process of accretion, until its original designers would never have recognized it. Around the central spherical core had accumulated observatories, communications labs with fantastic aerial systems, and mazes of scientific equipment which only a specialist could identify. But despite all these additions, the main function of the artificial moon was still that of refuelling the little ships with which Man was challenging the immense loneliness of the Solar System.


‘Quite sure you’re feeling OK now?’ asked the doctor as Gibson experimented with his feet.


‘I think so,’ he replied, unwilling to commit himself.


‘Then come along to the reception room and we’ll get you a drink – a nice hot drink,’ he added, to prevent any misunderstanding. ‘You can sit there and read the paper for half an hour before we decide what to do with you.’


It seemed to Gibson that anticlimax was being piled on anticlimax. He was two thousand kilometres from Earth, with the stars all around him: yet here he was forced to sit sipping sweet tea – tea! – in what might have been an ordinary dentist’s waiting-room. There were no windows, presumably because the sight of the rapidly revolving heavens might have undone the good work of the medical staff. The only way of passing the time was to skim through piles of magazines which he’d already seen, and which were difficult to handle as they were ultra-lightweight editions apparently printed on cigarette paper. Fortunately he found a very old copy of Argosy containing a story he had written so long ago that he had completely forgotten the ending, and this kept him happy until the doctor returned.


‘Your pulse seems normal,’ said the MO grudgingly. ‘We’ll take you along to the zero-gravity chamber. Just follow me and don’t be surprised at anything that happens.’


With this cryptic remark he led Gibson out into a wide, brightly lit corridor that seemed to curve upwards in both directions away from the point at which he was standing. Gibson had no time to examine this phenomenon, for the doctor slid open a side door and started up a flight of metal stairs. Gibson followed automatically for a few paces, then realized just what lay ahead of him and stopped with an involuntary cry of amazement.


Immediately beneath his feet, the slope of the stairway was a reasonable forty-five degrees, but it rapidly became steeper until only a dozen metres ahead the steps were rising vertically. Thereafter – and it was a sight that might have unnerved anyone coming across it for the first time – the increase of gradient continued remorselessly until the steps began to overhang and at last passed out of sight above and behind him.


Hearing his exclamation, the doctor looked back and gave a reassuring laugh.


‘You mustn’t always believe your eyes,’ he said. ‘Come along and see how easy it is.’


Reluctantly Gibson followed, and as he did so he became aware that two very peculiar things were happening. In the first place, he was gradually becoming lighter: in the second, despite the obvious steepening of the stairway, the slope beneath his feet remained at a constant forty-five degrees. The vertical direction itself, in fact, was slowly tilting as he moved forward, so that despite its increasing curvature the gradient of the stairway never altered.


It did not take Gibson long to arrive at the explanation. All the apparent gravity was due to the centrifugal force produced as the station spun slowly on its axis, and as he approached the centre the force was diminishing to zero. The stairway itself was winding in towards the axis along some sort of spiral – once he’d have known its mathematical name – so that despite the radial gravity field the slope underfoot remained constant. It was the sort of thing that people who lived in space-stations must get accustomed to quickly enough: presumably when they returned to Earth the sight of a normal stairway would be equally unsettling.


At the end of the stairs there was no longer any real sense of ‘up’ or ‘down’. They were in a long cylindrical room, crisscrossed with ropes but otherwise empty, and at its far end a shaft of sunlight came blasting through an observation port. As Gibson watched, the beam moved steadily across the metal walls like a questing searchlight, was momentarily eclipsed, then blazed out again from another window. It was the first indication Gibson’s senses had given him of the fact that the station was really spinning on its axis, and he timed the rotation roughly by noting how long the sunlight took to return to its original position. The ‘day’ of this little artificial world was less than ten seconds: that was sufficient to give a sensation of normal gravity at its outer walls.


Gibson felt rather like a spider in its web as he followed the doctor hand-over-hand along the guide ropes, towing himself effortlessly through the air until they came to the observation post. They were, he saw, at the end of a sort of chimney jutting out along the axis of the station, so that they were well clear of its equipment and apparatus and had an almost unrestricted view of the stars.


‘I’ll leave you here for a while,’ said the doctor. ‘There’s plenty to look at, and you should be quite happy. If not – well, remember there’s normal gravity at the bottom of those stairs!’


Yes, thought Gibson; and a return trip to Earth by the next rocket as well. But he was determined to pass the test and to get a clean bill of health.


It was quite impossible to realize that the space-station itself was rotating, and not the framework of sun and stars: to believe otherwise required an act of faith, a conscious effort of will. The stars were moving so quickly that only the brighter ones were clearly visible and the Sun, when Gibson allowed himself to glance at it out of the corner of his eye, was a golden comet that crossed the sky every five seconds. With this fantastic speeding up of the natural order of events, it was easy to see how ancient man had refused to believe that his own solid earth was rotating, and had attributed all movement to the turning celestial sphere.


Partly occulted by the bulk of the station, the Earth was a great crescent spanning half the sky. It was slowly waxing as the station raced along on its globe-encircling orbit: in some forty minutes it would be full, and an hour after that would be totally invisible, a black shield eclipsing the Sun while the station passed through its cone of shadow. The Earth would go through all its phases – from new to full and back again – in just two hours. The sense of time became distorted as one thought of these things: the familiar divisions of day and night, of months and seasons, had no meaning here.


About a kilometre from the station, moving with it in its orbit but not at the moment connected to it in any way, were the three spaceships that happened to be ‘in dock’ at the moment. One was the tiny arrowhead of the rocket that had brought him, at such expense and such discomfort, up from Earth an hour ago. The second was a lunar-bound freighter of, he guessed, about a thousand tons gross. And the third, of course, was the Ares, almost dazzling in the splendour of her new aluminium paint.


Gibson had never become reconciled to the loss of the sleek, streamlined spaceships which had been the dream of the early twentieth century. The glittering dumb-bell hanging against the stars was not his idea of a space-liner: though the world had accepted it, he had not. Of course, he knew the familiar arguments – there was no need for streamlining in a ship that never entered an atmosphere, and therefore the design was dictated purely by structural and power-plant considerations. Since the violently radioactive drive-unit had to be as far away from the crew quarters as possible, the double-sphere and long connecting tube was the simplest solution.


It was also, Gibson thought, the ugliest; but that hardly mattered since the Ares would spend practically all her life in deep space where the only spectators were the stars. Presumably she was already fuelled and merely waiting for the precisely calculated moment when her motors would burst into life, and she would pull away out of the orbit in which she was circling and had hitherto spent all her existence, to swing into the long hyperbola that led to Mars.


When that happened, he would be aboard, launched at last upon the adventure he had never really believed would come to him.
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THE CAPTAIN’S office aboard the Ares was not designed to hold more than three men when gravity was acting, but there was plenty of room for six while the ship was in a free orbit and one could stand on walls or ceiling according to taste. All except one of the group clustered at surrealist angles around Captain Norden had been in space before, and knew what was expected of him, but this was no ordinary briefing. The maiden flight of a new spaceship is always an occasion and the Ares was the first of her line – the first, indeed, of all spaceships ever to be built primarily for passengers and not for freight. When she was fully commissioned, she would carry a crew of thirty and a hundred and fifty passengers in somewhat spartan comfort. On her first voyage, however, the proportions were almost reversed and at the moment her crew of six were waiting for the single passenger to come aboard.


‘I’m still not quite clear,’ said Owen Bradley, the electronics officer, ‘what we are supposed to do with the fellow when we’ve got him. Whose bright idea was this, anyway?’


‘I was coming to that,’ said Captain Norden, running his hands through where his magnificent blond hair had been only a few days before. (Spaceships seldom carry professional barbers, and though there are always plenty of eager amateurs one prefers to put off the evil day as long as possible.) ‘You all know of Mr Gibson, of course.’


This remark produced a chorus of replies, not all of them respectful.


‘I think his stories stink,’ said Dr Scott. ‘The later ones, anyway. Martian Dust wasn’t bad, but of course it’s completely dated now.’


‘Nonsense!’ snorted astrogator Mackay. ‘The last stories are much the best, now that Gibson’s got interested in fundamentals and has cut out the blood and thunder.’


This outburst from the mild little Scot was most uncharacteristic. Before anyone else could join in, Captain Norden interrupted.


‘We’re not here to discuss literary criticism, if you don’t mind. There’ll be plenty of time for that later. But there are one or two points the Corporation wants me to make clear before we begin. Mr Gibson is a very important man – a distinguished guest – and he’s been invited to come on this trip so that he can write a book about it later. It’s not just a publicity stunt.’ (‘Of course not!’ interjected Bradley, with heavy sarcasm.) ‘But naturally the Corporation hopes that future clients won’t be – er discouraged by what they read. Apart from that, we are making history: our maiden voyage ought to be recorded properly. So try and behave like gentlemen for a while: Gibson’s book will probably sell half a million copies, and your future reputations may depend on your behaviour these next three months!’


‘That sounds dangerously like blackmail to me,’ said Bradley.


‘Take it that way if you please,’ continued Norden cheerfully. ‘Of course, I’ll explain to Gibson that he can’t expect the service that will be provided later when we’ve got stewards and cooks and Lord knows what. He’ll understand that, and won’t expect breakfast in bed every morning.’


‘Will he help with the washing-up?’ asked someone with a practical turn of mind.


Before Norden could deal with this problem in social etiquette a sudden buzzing came from the communications panel, and a voice began to call from the speaker grille.


‘Station One calling Ares – your passenger’s coming over.’


Norden flipped a switch and replied, ‘OK – we’re ready.’ Then he turned to the crew.


‘With all these hair-cuts around, the poor chap will think it’s graduation day at Alcatraz. Go and meet him, Jimmy, and help him through the airlock when the tender couples up.’


Martin Gibson was still feeling somewhat exhilarated at having surmounted his first major obstacle – the MO at Space Station One. The loss of gravity on leaving the station and crossing to the Ares in the tiny, compressed-air driven tender had scarcely bothered him at all, but the sight that met his eyes when he entered Captain Norden’s cabin caused him a momentary relapse. Even when there was no gravity, one liked to pretend that some direction was ‘down’, and it seemed natural to assume that the surface on which chairs and table were bolted was the floor. Unfortunately the majority decision seemed otherwise, for two members of the crew were hanging like stalactites from the ‘ceiling’, while two more were relaxed at quite arbitrary angles in mid-air. Only the Captain was, according to Gibson’s ideas, the right way up. To make matters worse, their shaven heads gave these normally quite presentable men a faintly sinister appearance, so that the whole tableau looked like a family reunion at Castle Dracula.


There was a brief pause while the crew analysed Gibson. They all recognized the novelist at once: his face had been familiar to the public ever since his first best-seller, Thunder in the Dawn, had appeared nearly twenty years ago. He was a chubby yet sharp-featured little man, still on the right side of forty-five, and when he spoke his voice was surprisingly deep and resonant.


‘This,’ said Captain Norden, working round the cabin from left to right, ‘is my engineer, Lieutenant Hilton. This is Dr Mackay, our navigator – only a PhD, not a real doctor, like Dr Scott here. Lieutenant Bradley is Electronics Officer, and Jimmy Spencer, who met you at the airlock, is our supernumerary and hopes to be Captain when he grows up.’


Gibson looked round the little group with some surprise. There were so few of them – five men and a boy! His face must have revealed his thoughts, for Captain Norden laughed and continued.


‘Not many of us, are there? But you must remember that this ship is almost automatic – and besides, nothing ever happens in space. When we start the regular passenger run, there’ll be a crew of thirty. On this trip, we’re making up the weight in cargo, so we’re really travelling as a fast freighter.’


Gibson looked carefully at the men who would be his only companions for the next three months. His first reaction (he always distrusted first reactions, but was at pains to note them) was one of astonishment that they seemed so ordinary – when one made allowance for such superficial matters as their odd attitudes and temporary baldness. There was no way of guessing that they belonged to a profession more romantic than any that the world had known since the last cowboys traded in their broncos for helicopters.


At a signal which Gibson did not intercept, the others took their leave by launching themselves with fascinatingly effortless precision through the open doorway. Captain Norden settled down in his seat again and offered Gibson a cigarette. The author accepted it doubtfully.


‘You don’t mind smoking?’ he asked. ‘Doesn’t it waste oxygen?’


‘There’d be a mutiny,’ laughed Norden, ‘if I had to ban smoking for three months. In any case, the oxygen consumption’s negligible. Back in the old days we had to be more careful. One tobacco firm once put out a special astronaut’s brand, impregnated with some oxygen-carrier so that it didn’t use air. It wasn’t popular – and one day a batch got an overdose of oxygen. When you lit them, they went off like squibs; and that was the end of that idea.’


Captain Norden, thought Gibson a little ruefully, was not fitting at all well into the expected pattern. The skipper of a space-liner, according to the best – or at least the most popular – literary tradition, should be a grizzled, keen-eyed veteran who had spent half his life in the ether and could navigate across the Solar System by the seat of his pants, thanks to his uncanny knowledge of the spaceways. He must also be a martinet; when he gave orders, his officers must jump to attention (not an easy thing under zero gravity), salute smartly, and depart at the double.


Instead, the captain of the Ares was certainly less than forty, and might have been taken for a successful business executive. As for being a martinet – so far Gibson had detected no signs of discipline whatsoever. This impression, he realized later, was not strictly accurate. The only discipline aboard the Ares was entirely self-imposed: that was the only form possible among the type of men who composed her crew.


‘So you’ve never been in space before?’ said Norden, looking thoughtfully at his passenger.


‘I’m afraid not. I made several attempts to get on the lunar run, but it’s absolutely impossible unless you’re on official business. It’s a pity that space-travel’s still so infernally expensive.’


Norden smiled.


‘We hope the Ares will do something to change that. I must say,’ he added, ‘that you seem to have managed to write quite a lot about the subject with ah – the minimum of practical experience.’


‘Oh, that!’ said Gibson airily, with what he hoped was a light laugh. ‘It’s a common delusion that authors must have experienced everything they describe in their books. I read all I could about space-travel when I was younger and did my best to get local colour right. Don’t forget that all my interplanetary novels were written in the early days – I’ve hardly touched the subject in the last few years. It’s rather surprising that people still associate my name with it.’


Norden wondered how much of this modesty was assumed. Gibson must know perfectly well that it was his space-travel novels that had made him famous – and had prompted the Corporation to invite him on this trip. The whole situation, Norden realized had some highly entertaining possibilities. But they would have to wait: in the meantime he must explain to this landlubber the routine of life aboard the private world of the Ares.


‘We keep normal Earth-time – Greenwich Meridian – aboard the ship and everything shuts down at “night”. There are no watches, as there used to be in the old days: the instruments can take over when we’re sleeping, so we aren’t on continuous duty. That’s one reason why we can manage with such a small crew. On this trip, as there’s plenty of space, we’ve all got separate cabins. Yours is a regular passenger stateroom: the only one that’s fitted up, as it happens. I think you’ll find it comfortable. Is all your cargo aboard? How much did they let you take?’


‘A hundred kilos. It’s in the airlock.’


‘A hundred kilos!’ Norden managed to repress his amazement. The fellow must be emigrating – taking all his family heirlooms with him. Norden had the true astronaut’s horror of surplus mass, and did not doubt that Gibson was carrying a lot of unnecessary rubbish. However, if the Corporation had OK’d it, and the authorized load wasn’t exceeded, he had nothing to complain about.


‘I’ll get Jimmy to take you to your room. He’s our odd-job man for this trip, working his passage and learning something about spaceflight. Most of us start that way, signing up for the lunar run during college vacations. Jimmy’s quite a bright lad – he’s already got his Bachelor’s degree.’


By now Gibson was beginning to take it quite for granted that the cabin-boy would be a college graduate. He followed Jimmy – who seemed somewhat overawed by his presence – to the passengers’ quarters. They glided like ghosts along the brightly lit corridors, which were fitted with a simple device that had done a good deal to make life aboard gravitationless spaceships more comfortable. Close to each wall, an endless belt with hand-holds at regular intervals was continually moving along at several kilometres an hour. One had only to reach out a hand to straphang from one end of the ship to the other without the slightest effort, though a certain amount of skill was required at intersections to change from one belt to another.


The stateroom was small, but beautifully planned and designed in excellent taste. Ingenious lighting and mirror-faced walls made it seem much larger than it really was, and the pivoted bed could be reversed during the ‘day’ to act as a table. There were very few reminders of the absence of gravity: everything had been done to make the traveller feel at home.


For the next hour Gibson sorted out his belongings and experimented with the room’s gadgets and controls. The device that pleased him most was a shaving mirror which, when a button was pressed, transformed itself into a porthole looking out on the stars. He wondered just how it was done.


At last everything was stowed away where he could find it: there was absolutely nothing else for him to do. He lay down on the bed and buckled the elastic belts around his chest and thighs. The illusion of weight was not very convincing, but it was better than nothing and did give some sense of a vertical direction.


Lying at peace in the bright little room that would be his world for the next hundred days, he could forget the disappointments and petty annoyances that had marred his departure from Earth. There was nothing to worry about now: for the first time in almost as long as he could remember, he had given his future entirely into the keeping of others. Engagements, lecture appointments, deadlines – all these things he had left behind on Earth. The sense of blissful relaxation was too good to last, but he would let his mind savour it while he could.


A series of apologetic knocks on the cabin door roused Gibson from sleep an indeterminate time later. For a moment he did not realize where he was: then full consciousness came back, he unclipped the retaining straps and thrust himself off the bed. As his movements were still poorly coordinated he had to make a cannon off the nominal ceiling before reaching the door.


Jimmy Spencer stood there, slightly out of breath.


‘Captain’s compliments, sir, and would you like to come and see the take-off?’


‘I certainly would,’ said Gibson, ‘Wait until I get my camera.’


He reappeared a moment later carrying a brand-new Leica XXA, at which Jimmy stared with undisguised envy, and festooned with auxiliary lenses and exposure meters. Despite these handicaps, they quickly reached the observation gallery, which ran like a circular belt around the body of the Ares.


For the first time Gibson saw the stars in their full glory, no longer dimmed either by atmosphere or by darkened glass, for he was on the night-side of the ship and the sun-filters had been drawn aside. The Ares, unlike the space-station, was not turning on her axis but was held in the rigid reference system of her gyroscopes so that the stars were fixed and motionless in her skies.


As he gazed on the glory he had so often, and so vainly, tried to describe in his books, Gibson found it very hard to analyse his emotions – and he hated to waste an emotion that might profitably be employed in print. Oddly enough neither the brightness nor the sheer number of the stars made the greatest impression on his mind. He had seen skies little inferior to this from the tops of mountains on Earth, or from the observation decks of stratoliners; but never had he felt so vividly the sense that the stars were all around him, down to the horizon he no longer possessed, and even below, under his very feet.


Space Station One was a complicated, brightly polished toy floating in nothingness a few metres beyond the port. There was no way in which its distance or size could be judged, for there was nothing familiar about its shape, and the sense of perspective seemed to have failed. Earth and Sun were both invisible, hidden behind the body of the ship.


Startlingly close, a disembodied voice came suddenly from a hidden speaker.


‘One hundred seconds to firing. Please take your positions.’


Gibson automatically tensed himself and turned to Jimmy for advice. Before he could frame any questions, his guide said hastily, ‘I must get back on duty,’ and disappeared in a graceful power-dive, leaving Gibson alone with his thoughts.


The next minute and a half passed with remarkable slowness, punctuated though it was with frequent time-checks from the speakers. Gibson wondered who the announcer was: it did not sound like Norden’s voice, and probably it was merely a recording, operated by the automatic circuit which must now have taken over control of the ship.


‘Twenty seconds to go. Thrust will take about ten seconds to build up.’


‘Ten seconds to go.’


‘Five seconds, four, three, two, one …’


Very gently, something took hold of Gibson and slid him down the curving side of the porthole-studded wall on to what had suddenly become the floor. It was hard to realize that up and down had returned once more, harder still to connect their reappearance with that distant, attenuated thunder that had broken in upon the silence of the ship. Far away in the second sphere that was the other half of the Ares, in that mysterious, forbidden world of dying atoms and automatic machines which no man could ever enter and live, the forces that powered the stars themselves were being unleashed. Yet there was none of that sense of mounting, pitiless acceleration that always accompanies the take-off of a chemically propelled rocket. The Ares had unlimited space in which to manoeuvre: she could take as long as she pleased to break free from her present orbit and crawl slowly out into the transfer hyperbola that would lead her to Mars. In any case, the utmost power of the atomic drive could move her two-thousand-ton mass with an acceleration of only a tenth of a gravity: at the moment it was throttled back to less than half of this small value. Atomic propulsion units operated at such enormous temperatures that they could be used only at low power ratings, which was one reason why their employment for direct planetary take-offs was impossible. But unlike the short-duty chemical rockets, they could maintain their thrust for hours at a time.


It did not take Gibson long to re-orientate himself. The ship’s acceleration was so low – it gave him, he calculated, an effective weight of less than four kilogrammes – yet his movements were still practically unrestricted. Space Station One had not moved from its apparent position, and he had to wait almost a minute before he could detect that the Ares was, in fact, slowly drawing away from it. Then he belatedly remembered his camera, and began to record the departure. When he had finally settled (he hoped) the tricky problem of the right exposure to give a small, brilliantly lit object against a jet-black background, the station was already appreciably more distant. In less than ten minutes, it had dwindled to a distant point of light that was hard to distinguish from the stars.


When Space Station One had vanished completely, Gibson went round to the day side of the ship to take some photographs of the receding Earth. It was a huge, thin crescent when he first saw it, far too large for the eye to take in at a single glance. As he watched, he could see that it was slowly waxing, for the Ares must make at least one more circuit before she could break away and spiral out towards Mars. It would be a good hour before the Earth was appreciably smaller and in that time it would pass again from new to full.


Well, this is it, thought Gibson. Down there is all my past life, and the lives of all my ancestors back to the first blob of jelly in the first primeval sea. No colonist or explorer setting sail from his native land ever left so much behind as I am leaving now. Down beneath those clouds lies the whole of human history: soon I shall be able to eclipse with my little finger what was, until a lifetime ago, all of Man’s dominion and everything that his art had saved from time.


This inexorable drawing away from the known into the unknown had almost the finality of death. Thus must the naked soul, leaving all its treasures behind it, go out at last into the darkness and the night.


Gibson was still watching at the observation post when, more than an hour later, the Ares finally reached escape velocity and was free from Earth. There was no way of telling that this moment had come and passed, for Earth still dominated the sky and the motors still maintained their muffled, distant thunder. Another ten hours of continuous operation would be needed before they had completed their task and could be closed down for the rest of the voyage.


Gibson was sleeping when that moment came. The sudden silence, the complete loss of even the slight gravity the ship had enjoyed these last few hours, brought him back to a twilight sense of awareness. He looked dreamily around the darkened room until his eye found the little pattern of stars framed in the porthole. They were, of course, utterly motionless. It was impossible to believe that the Ares was now racing out from the Earth’s orbit at a speed so great that even the Sun could never hold her back.
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