



[image: image]






 


 


 


Orbitsville


Racing from the certain vengeance of Earth’s tyrant ruler, space captain Vance Garamond flees the Solar System. And discovers the almost un-imaginably vast spherical structure soon to become famous as ‘Orbitsville’ – a new home for Earth’s huddled masses.


A Wreath of Stars


Thornton’s Planet is an anti-neutrino planet detected on its approach to Earth. It can be seen only through the newly developed magniluct lenses and its arrival causes a wave of panic. When its course carries it past the Earth, interest in Thornton’s Planet wanes. But the visit of Thornton’s Planet has had effects on Earth further-ranging than anyone could have imagined.


The Ragged Astronauts


Land and Overland – twin worlds a few thousand miles apart. On Land, humanity faces a threat to its very survival – an airborne species, the ptertha, has declared war on humankind, and is actively hunting for victims. The only hope lies in migration. Through space to Overland. By balloon.
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ENTER THE SF GATEWAY …


Towards the end of 2011, in conjunction with the celebration of fifty years of coherent, continuous science fiction and fantasy publishing, Gollancz launched the SF Gateway.


Over a decade after launching the landmark SF Masterworks series, we realised that the realities of commercial publishing are such that even the Masterworks could only ever scratch the surface of an author’s career. Vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy were almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of those books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing changed that paradigm for ever.


Embracing the future even as we honour the past, Gollancz launched the SF Gateway with a view to utilising the technology that now exists 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, at its simplest, was – and still is! – to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


The SF Gateway was designed to be the new home of classic Science Fiction & Fantasy – the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled. The programme has been extremely well received and we’ve been very happy with the results. So happy, in fact, that we’ve decided to complete the circle and return a selection of our titles to print, in these omnibus editions.


We hope you enjoy this selection. And we hope that you’ll want to explore more of the classic SF and fantasy we have available. These are wonderful books you’re holding in your hand, but you’ll find much, much more … through the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Bob Shaw was the working name of Northern Irish writer Robert Shaw (1931–1996). He worked in structural engineering until the age of twenty-seven, then aircraft design, then industrial public relations and journalism, becoming a full-time author in 1975. Shaw was early involved in sf FANDOM, his first book being The Enchanted Duplicator (1954) with Walt WILLIS, an allegory of fan and FANZINE activities, and he received HUGOS in 1979 and 1980 for his fan writing. Shaw published his first professional story, ‘Aspect’, with NEBULA SCIENCE FICTION in August 1954; during the mid-1950s he contributed several more stories to that magazine and one to AUTHENTIC SCIENCE FICTION before ceasing to write for some years. After a strong ‘come-back’ tale – ‘… And Isles Where Good Men Lie’ (1965 NEW WORLDS) – he published ‘Light of Other Days’ (1966 ANALOG), which established his reputation as a writer of remarkable ingenuity. Built around the intriguing concept of SLOW GLASS, a kind of TIME VIEWER through which light can take years to travel – thus allowing people to view scenes from the past – this story remains his best known. He later incorporated it, together with two thematically-related examinations of the theme, into Other Days, Other Eyes (1974).


Shaw’s first novel was Night Walk (1967), a fast-moving chase story. A man who has been blinded and condemned to a penal colony on a far planet invents a device that enables him to see through other people’s and even animals’ eyes, and thus manages to escape. The Two-Timers (1968), a well written tale of PARALLEL WORLDS, DOPPELGANGERS and murder, demonstrates Shaw’s ability to handle characterization and, in particular, his talent for realistic dialogue. In The Palace of Eternity (1969) he still more impressively controls a wide canvas featuring interstellar warfare, the environmental degradation of an Edenic planet, and human TRANSCENDENCE; the central section of the novel, where the hero finds himself reincarnated as an ‘Egon’ or soul-like entity, displeased some critics, though it is in fact an effective handling of a traditional sf displacement of ideas from METAPHYSICS or RELIGION. This intelligent reworking of well worn sf topoi was from the first Shaw’s forte, as was demonstrated in his next novel, One Million Tomorrows (1970), an IMMORTALITY tale whose twist lies in the fact that the option of eternal youth entails sexual impotence.


All Shaw’s early books – which include also Shadow of Heaven (1969), involving ANTIGRAVITY, and Ground Zero Man (1971; revised as The Peace Machine 1985) – were published first (and sometimes solely) in the USA; and their efficient anonymity of venue may result from a highly competent attempt to appeal to a transatlantic audience. Only slowly did Shaw come to write tales whose placement and protagonists were distinctly UK in feel; and it could be argued, sadly, that his best work was his most impersonal. The fine first volume of the Orbitsville sequence – comprising Orbitsville (1975), Orbitsville Departure (1983) and Orbitsville Judgement (1990) – can almost certainly stand, after Other Days, Other Eyes, as his finest inspiration. Like Larry NIVEN’S Ringworld (1970) and Arthur C. CLARKE’S Rendezvous with Rama (1973), the Orbitsville books centre on the discovery of – and later developments within – a vast alien artefact in space, in this case a DYSON SPHERE. Within the living-space provided by the inner surface of this artificial shell – billions of times the surface area of the Earth – Shaw spins an exciting story of political intrigue and exploration, which in later volumes develops, perhaps revealing an undue impatience with the venue he had invented, into a heavily plotted move into another universe entirely. Orbitsville gained a 1976 BSFA AWARD.


A Wreath of Stars (1976) may be Shaw’s most original, and perhaps his finest, singleton. A rogue planet, composed entirely of antineutrino matter approaches the Earth. It passes nearby with no immediately discernible effect. However, it is soon discovered that an antineutrino ‘Earth’ exists within our planet whose orbit has been seriously perturbed by the passage of the interloper. This is an ingenious, almost a poetic, idea, to which the plot only just fails to do full justice. Other books followed quickly: the overcomplicated Medusa’s Children (1977); the Warren Peace sequence – comprising the successfully comic Who Goes Here? (1977) and its disappointing sequel Warren Peace (1993) – both being jeux d’esprit akin to Harry HARRISON’S Bill, the Galactic Hero (1965), and suffering, as did Harrison’s sequence, from rapidly diminishing inspiration; Ship of Strangers (1978), an homage to A. E. VAN VOGT in which the crew of the Stellar Survey Ship Sarafand, after some routine adventures, confront a striking COSMOLOGICAL issue; Vertigo (1978), an effective policier set in a world transformed by ANTIGRAVITY devices allowing personal flight; plus Dagger of the Mind (1979) and The Ceres Solution (1981), in both of which Shaw’s ingenuity declined, for a period, into something close to jumble. He had meanwhile been writing short stories – his collections include Tomorrow Lies in Ambush (1973), Cosmic Kaleidoscope (1976), A Better Mantrap (1982), Between Two Worlds (1986) and Dark Night in Toyland (1989) – which again demonstrate his professional skills but tend to lack a sense of commitment, to the point that some later stories seemed strained, frivolous, anecdotal.


However, with the Ragged Astronauts sequence – The Ragged Astronauts (1986), The Wooden Spaceships (1988) and The Fugitive Worlds (1989) – Shaw returned to his very best and most inventive form, creating an ALTERNATE COSMOS which allowed him to describe with joyful exactness the sensation of emigrating, via hot-air Balloon, up the hourglass funnel of atmosphere that connects two planets which orbit each other. After his pattern, later volumes lose some of the freshness and elation of the first, but the series as a whole emphasizes Shaw’s genuine stature in the genre as an entertainer who rarely failed to thrill the mind’s eye with a new prospect. At his best, Shaw was an ingenious fabricator and lover of the worlds of sf.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Bob Shaw’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/shaw_bob


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. 
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CHAPTER ONE


The President was called Elizabeth, and it was thought by some that the mere coincidence of name had had a profound influence on her life-style. Certainly, she had – since the death of her father – made Starflight House into something which more resembled an historic royal court than the headquarters of a business enterprise. There was a suggestion of neo-Elizabethan ritual, of palace intrigue, of privilege and precedence about the way she ran her trillion-dollar empire. And the touch of antiquity which annoyed Garamond the most – although probably only because it was the one which affected him most – was her insistence on personal interviews with ship commanders before their exploratory missions.


He leaned on a carved stone balustrade and stared, with non-committal grey eyes, at the tiers of descending heated gardens which reached to the Atlantic Ocean four kilometres away. Starflight House capped what had once been a moderate-sized Icelandic hill; now the original contours were completely hidden under a frosting of loggias, terraces and pavilions. From the air it reminded Garamond of a gigantic, vulgar cake. He had been waiting almost two hours, time he would have preferred to spend with his wife and child, and there had been nothing to do but sip pale green drinks and fight to control his dangerous impatience with Elizabeth.


As a successful flickerwing captain he had been in her presence several times, and so his distaste for her was personified, physical. It influenced his attitude more pervasively than did his intellectual unease over the fact that she was the richest person who had ever lived, and so far above the law that she had been known to kill out of sheer petulance. Was it, he had often wondered, because she had the mind of a man that she chose to be an unattractive woman in an age when cosmetic surgery could correct all but the most gross physical defects? Were her splayed, imperfect teeth and pallid skin the insignia of total authority?


And as he watched the coloured fountains glitter in the stepped perspectives below, Garamond remembered his first visit to Starflight House. He had been about to undertake his third mission command and was still young enough to be self-conscious about the theatrical black uniform. The knowledge that he was entering the special relationship reputed to exist between President Lindstrom and her captains had made him taut and apprehensive, keyed up to meet any demand on his resourcefulness. But nobody in Fleet Command, nor in Admincom, had warned him in advance that Elizabeth gave off a sweet, soupy odour which closed the throat when one was most anxious to speak clearly.


None of his advisers on Starflight House protocol had given him a single clue which would have helped a young man, who had never seen anything but perfection in a female, to conceal his natural reaction to the President. Among his confused impressions, the predominant one had been of an abnormally curved spine at the lower end of which was slung a round, puffy abdomen like that of an insect. Garamond, frozen to attention, had avoided her eyes when she nuzzled the satin cushion of gut against his knuckles during her prolonged formal inspection of his appearance.


As he leaned on the artificially weathered balustrade, he could recall emerging from that first interview with a cool resentment towards the older captains who had told him none of the things which really mattered in personal dealings with the President; and yet – when his own turn came – he had allowed other raw Starflight commanders to go unprepared to the same inauguration. It had been easy to justify his inaction when he considered the possible consequences of explaining to a new captain that the coveted special relationship would involve him in exchanging looks of secret appreciation with Liz Lindstrom when – in the middle of a crowded Admincom flight briefing – she handed him a scrap of paper upon which she, the richest and most powerful human being in the universe, had printed a childish dirty joke. If the time for suicide ever came, Garamond decided, he would choose an easier and pleasanter way …


‘Captain Garamond,’ a man’s voice said from close behind him. ‘The President sends her compliments.’


Garamond turned and saw the tall, stooped figure of Vice-President Humboldt crossing the terrace towards him. Holding Humboldt’s hand was a child of about nine, a sturdy silver-haired boy dressed in pearlized cords. Garamond recognized him as the President’s son, Harald, and he nodded silently. The boy nodded in return, his eyes flickering over Garamond’s badges and service ribbons.


‘I’m sorry you have been kept waiting so long, Captain.’ Humboldt cleared his throat delicately to indicate that this was as far as he could go towards expressing views which were not those of Elizabeth. ‘Unfortunately, the President cannot disengage from her present commitment for another two hours. She requests you to wait.’


‘Then I’ll have to wait.’ Garamond shrugged and smiled to mask his impatience, even though the tachyonic reports from the weather stations beyond Pluto had predicted that the favourable, ion-rich tide which was sweeping through the Solar System would shortly ebb. He had planned to sail on that tide and boost his ship to lightspeed in the shortest possible time. Now it looked as though he would have to labour up the long gravity slope from Sol with his ship’s electromagnetic wings sweeping the vacuum for a meagre harvest of reaction mass. ‘Yes.


You’ll have to wait.’


‘Of course, I could always leave – and see the President when I get back.’


Humboldt smiled faintly in appreciation of the joke and glanced down at Harald, making sure the boy’s attention was elsewhere before he replied. ‘That would never do. I am sure Liz would be so disappointed that she would send a fast ship to bring you back for a special interview.’


‘Then I won’t put her to that inconvenience,’ Garamond said. He knew they had both been referring to a certain Captain Witsch, a headstrong youngster who had grown restless after waiting two days in Starflight House and had taken off quietly at night without Elizabeth’s blessing. He had been brought back in a high-speed interceptor, and his interview with the President must have been a very special one, because no trace of his body had ever been found. Garamond had no way of knowing how apocryphal the story might be – the Starflight fleet which siphoned off Earth’s excess population was so huge that one captain could never know all the others – but it was illustrative of certain realities.


‘There is a compensation for you, Captain.’ Humboldt placed one of his pink-scrubbed hands on Harald’s silver head. ‘Harald has been showing a renewed interest in the flickerwing fleet lately and has been asking questions on subjects which loosely come under the heading of spaceflight theory and practice. Liz wants you to talk to him about it.’


Garamond looked doubtfully at the boy whose attention seemed absorbed by a group of metal statues further along the terrace. ‘Has he any flair for mathematics?’


‘He isn’t expected to qualify for a master’s papers this afternoon.’ Humboldt laughed drily. ‘Simply encourage his interest, Captain. I know admirals who would give their right arms for such a public token of the President’s trust. Now I must return to the board-room.’


‘You’re leaving me alone with him?’


‘Yes – Liz has a high regard for you, Captain Garamond. Is it the responsibility …?’


‘No. I’ve looked after children before now.’ Garamond thought of his own six-year-old son who had shaken his fist rather than wave goodbye, expressing his sense of loss and resentment over having a father who left him in answer to greater demands. This extra delay the President had announced meant that he had left home four hours too early, time in which he might have been able to heal the boy’s tear-bruised eyes. On top of that, there were the reports of the ion wind failing, fading away to the level of spatial background activity, while he stood uselessly on an ornate terrace and played nursemaid to a child who might be as neurosis-ridden as his mother. Garamond tried to smile as the Vice-President withdrew, but he had a feeling he had not made a convincing job of it.


‘Well, Harald,’ he said, turning to the silver-and-pearl boy, ‘you want to ride a flickerwing, do you?’


Harald examined him coolly. ‘Starflight employees of less than Board status usually address me as Master Lindstrom.’


Garamond raised his eyebrows. ‘I’ll tell you something about space-flying, Harald. Up there the most minor technician is more important than all your Admincom executives put together. Do you understand that, Harald? Harry?’ I’m more of a child than he is, he thought in amazement.


Unexpectedly, Harald smiled. ‘I’m not interested in space-flying.’


‘But I thought …’


‘I told them that because they wanted to hear it, but I don’t have to pretend with you, do I?’


‘No, you don’t have to pretend with me, son. What are we going to do for the next two hours, though?’


‘I’d like to run,’ Harald said with a sudden eagerness which – in Garamond’s mind – restored him to full membership of the brotherhood of small boys.


‘You want to run?’ Garamond managed a genuine smile. ‘That’s a modest ambition.’


‘I’m not allowed to run or climb in case I hurt myself. My mother has forbidden it, and everybody else around here is so afraid of her that they hardly let me blink, but …’ Harald looked up at Garamond, triumphantly ingenuous, ‘… you’re a flickerwing commander.’


Garamond realized belatedly that the boy had been manoeuvring him into a corner from the second they met, but he felt no annoyance. ‘That’s right – I am. Now let’s see how quickly you can make it from here to those statues and back.’


‘Right!’


‘Well, don’t stand around. Go!’ Garamond watched with a mixture of amusement and concern as Harald set off in a lopsided, clopping run, elbows pumping rapidly. He rounded the bronze statues and returned to Garamond at the same pace, with his eyes shining like lamps.


‘Again?’


‘As many times as you want.’ As Harald resumed his inefficient expenditure of energy Garamond went back to the stone balustrade of the terrace and stared down across the gardens. In spite of the late afternoon sunshine, the Atlantic was charcoal grey and tendrils of mist from it were wreathing the belvederes and waterfalls in sadness. A lone gull twinkled like a star in its distant fight.


I don’t want to go, he thought. It’s as simple as that.


In the early days he had been sustained by the conviction that he, Vance Garamond, would be the one who would find the third world. But interstellar flight was almost a century old now and Man’s empire still included only one habitable planet apart from Earth, and all of Garamond’s enthusiasm and certitude had achieved nothing. If he could accept that he would never reach a habitable new planet then he would be far better to do as Aileen wanted, to take a commission on the shuttle run and be sure of some time at home every month. Ferrying shiploads of colonists to Terranova would be dull, but safe and convenient. The ion winds were fairly predictable along that route and the well-established chain of weather stations had eliminated any possibility of being becalmed …


‘Look at me!’


Garamond turned, for an instant was unable to locate Harald, then saw him perched dangerously high on the shoulders of one of the statues. The boy waved eagerly.


‘You’d better come down from there.’ Garamond tried to find a diplomatic way to hide his concern over the way in which Harald had increased his demands – emotional blackmailers used the same techniques as ordinary criminals – from permission to run on the terrace to the right to make risky climbs, thus putting Garamond in a difficult position with the President. Difficult? It occurred to Garamond that his career would be ended if Harald were to so much as sprain an ankle.


‘But I’m a good climber. Watch.’ Harald threw his leg across a patient bronze face as he reached for the statue’s upraised arm.


‘I know you can climb, but don’t go any higher till I get there.’ Garamond began to walk towards the statues, moving casually but adding inches to each stride by thrusting from the back foot. His alarm increased. Elizabeth Lindstrom, whose title of President was derived from her inherited ownership of the greatest financial and industrial empire ever known, was the most important person alive. Her son was destined to inherit Starflight from her, to control all construction of starships and all movement between Earth and the one other world available to Man. And he, Vance Garamond, an insignificant flickerwing captain, had put himself in a position where he was almost certain to incur the anger of one or the other.


‘Up we go,’ Harald called.


‘Don’t!’ Garamond broke into an undisguised run. ‘Please, don’t.’


He surged forward through maliciously thick air which seemed to congeal around him like resin. Harald laughed delightedly and scrambled towards the upright column of metal which was the statue’s arm, but he lost his grip and tilted backwards.


One of his feet lodged momentarily in the sculpted collar, acting as a pivot, turning him upside down. Garamond, trapped in a different continuum, saw the event on a leisurely timescale, like the slow blossoming of a spiral nebula. He saw the first fatal millimetre of daylight open up between Harald’s fingers and the metal construction. He saw the boy seemingly hanging in the air, then gathering speed in the fall. He saw and heard the brutal impact with which Harald’s head struck the base of the statuary group.


Garamond dropped to his knees beside the small body and knew, on the instant, that Harald was dead. His skull was crushed, driven inwards on the brain.


‘You’re not a good climber,’ Garamond whispered numbly, accusingly, to the immobile face which was still dewed with perspiration. ‘You’ve killed us both. And my family as well.’


He stood up and looked towards the entrance of the main building, preparing to face the officials and domestics who would come running. The terrace remained quiet but for the murmur of its fountains. High in the stratosphere an invisible aircraft drew a slow, silent wake across the sky. Each passing second was a massive hammer-blow on the anvil of Garamond’s mind, and he had been standing perfectly still for perhaps a minute before accepting that the accident had not been noticed by others.


Breaking out of the stasis, he gathered up Harald’s body, marvelling at its lightness, and carried it to a clump of flowering shrubs. The dark green foliage clattered like metal foil as he lowered the dead child into a place of concealment.


Garamond turned his back on Starflight House, and began to run.




 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO


He had, if he was very lucky, about one hundred minutes.


The figure was arrived at by assuming the President had been precise when she told Garamond to wait an extra two hours. There was a further proviso – that it had been her intention to leave her son alone with him all that time. With the full span of a hundred minutes at: his disposal, Garamond decided, he had a chance; but any one of a dozen personal servants had only to go looking for Harald, any one of a thousand visitors had only to notice a bloodstain …


The numbers in the game of death were trembling and tumbling behind his eyes as he stepped off the outward bound slideway where it reached the main reception area. His official transport was waiting to take him straight to the shuttle terminal at North Field, and – in spite of the risks associated with the driver being in radio contact with Starflight House – that still seemed the quickest and most certain way of reaching his ship. The vast ice-green hall of the concourse was crowded with men and women coming off their afternoon shifts in the surrounding administrative buildings. They seemed relaxed and happy, bemused by the generosity of the lingering sunlight. Garamond swore inwardly as he shouldered through conflicting currents and eddies of people, doing his best to move quickly without attracting attention.


I’m a dead man, he kept thinking in detached wonderment. No matter what I do, no matter how my luck holds out in the next couple of hours… I’m a dead man. And my wife is a dead woman. And my son is a dead child. Even if the ion tide holds strong and fills my wings, we’re all dead – because there’s no place to hide. There’s only one other world, and Elizabeth’s ships will be waiting there …


A face turned towards him from the crowd, curiously, and Garamond realized he had made a sound. He smiled – recreating himself in his own image of a successful flickerwing captain, clothed in the black-and-silver which was symbolic of star oceans – and the face slid away, satisfied that it had made a mistake in locating the source of the despairing murmur. Garamond gnawed his lip while he covered the remaining distance to his transport which was stacked in one of the reserved magazines near the concourse. The sharp-eyed middle-aged driver saw him approaching, and had the vehicle brought up to ground level by the time Garamond reached the silo.


‘Thanks.’ Garamond answered the man’s salute, grateful for the small saving in time, and got inside the upholstered shell.


‘I thought you’d be in a hurry, sir.’ The driver’s eyes stared knowingly at him from the rear view mirror.


‘Oh?’ Garamond controlled a spasm of unreasonable fear – this was not the way his arrest would come about. He eyed the back of the driver’s neck which was ruddy, deeply creased and had a number of long-established blackheads.


‘Yes, sir. All the Starflight commanders are in a hurry to reach the field today. The weather reports aren’t good, I hear.’


Garamond nodded and tried to look at ease as the vehicle surged forward with a barely perceptible whine from its magnetic engines. ‘I think I’ll catch the tide,’ he said evenly. ‘At least, I hope so – my family are coming to see me off.’


The driver’s narrow face showed some surprise. ‘I thought you were going direct …’


‘A slight change of plan – we’re calling for my wife and son. You remember the address?’


‘Yes, sir. I have it here.’


‘Good. Get there as quickly as you can.’ With a casual movement Garamond broke the audio connection between the vehicle’s two compartments and picked up the nearest communicator set. He punched in his home code and held the instrument steady with his knees while he waited for the screen to come to life and show that his call had been accepted. Supposing Aileen and Chris had gone out? The boy had been upset – again Garamond remembered him shaking his fist instead of waving goodbye, expressing in the slight change of gesture all the emotions which racked his small frame – and Aileen could have taken him away for an afternoon of distraction and appeasement. If that were the case …


‘Vance!’ Aileen’s face crystallized in miniature between his hands. ‘I was sure you’d gone. Where are you?’


‘I’m on my way back to the house, be there in ten minutes.’


‘Back here? But …’


‘Something has happened, Aileen. I’m bringing you and Chris with me to the field. Is he there?’


‘He’s out on the patio. But, Vance, you never let us see you off.’


‘I …’ Garamond hesitated, and decided it could be better all round if his wife were to be kept in ignorance at this stage. ‘I’ve changed my mind about some things. Now, get Chris ready to leave the house as soon as I get there.’


Aileen raised her shoulders uncertainly. ‘Vance, do you think it’s the best thing for him? I mean you’ve been away from the house for three hours and he’s just begun to get over his first reactions – now you’re going to put him through it all again.’


‘I told you something has come up.’ How many pet dogs, Garamond asked himself, did I see around the Presidential suite this afternoon? Five? Six?


‘What has come up?’


‘I’ll explain later.’ At what range can a dog scent a corpse? Liz’s brood of pets could be the biggest threat of all.‘Please get Chris ready.’


Aileen shook her head slightly. ‘I’m sorry, Vance, but I don’t …’


‘Aileen!’ Garamond deliberately allowed an edge of panic to show in his voice, using it to penetrate the separate universe of normalcy in which his wife still existed. ‘I can’t explain it now, but you and Chris must be ready to come to the field with me within the next few minutes. Don’t argue any more, just do what I’m asking.’


He broke the connection and forced himself to sit back, wondering if he had already said too much for the benefit of any communications snoops who could be monitoring the public band. The car was travelling west on the main Akranes auto-link, surging irregularly as it jockeyed for position in the traffic. It occurred to Garamond that the driver’s performance was not as good as it had been on the way out to Starflight House, perhaps through lack of concentration. On an impulse he reconnected the vehicle’s intercom.


‘… at his home,’ the driver was saying. ‘Expect to reach North Field in about twenty minutes.’


Garamond cleared his throat. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Reporting in, sir.’


‘Why?’


‘Standing orders. All the fleet drivers keep Starflight Centra-data informed about their movements.’


‘What did you tell them?’


‘Sir?’


‘What did you say about my movements?’


The driver’s shoulders stirred uneasily, causing his Starflight sunburst emblems to blink redly with reflected light. ‘I just said you decided to pick up your family on the way to North Field.’


‘Don’t make any further reports.’


‘Sir?’


‘As a captain in the Starflight Exploratory Arm I think I can make my way around this part of Iceland without a nursemaid.’


‘I’m sorry, but …’


‘Just drive the car.’ Garamond fought to control the unreasoning anger he felt against the man in front. ‘And go faster.’


‘Yes, sir.’ The creases in the driver’s weather-beaten neck deepened as he hunched over the wheel.


Garamond made himself sit quietly, with closed eyes, motionless except for a slight rubbing of his palms against his knees which failed completely to remove the perspiration. He tried to visualize what was happening back on the hill. Was the routine of Elizabeth’s court proceeding as on any other afternoon, with the boards and committees and tribunals deliberating in the pillared halls, and the President moving among them, complacently deflecting and vibrating the webstrands of empire with her very presence? Or had someone begun to notice Harald’s absence? And his own? He opened his eyes and gazed sombrely at the unrolling scenery outside the car. The umbra of commercial buildings which extended for several kilometres around Starflight House was giving way to the first of the company-owned residential developments. As an S.E.A. commander, Garamond had been entitled to one of the ‘choice’ locations, which in Starflight usage tended to mean closest to Elizabeth’s elevated palace. At quiet moments on the bridge of his ship Garamond had often thought about how the sheer massiveness of her power had locally deformed the structure of language in exactly the same way as a giant sun was able to twist space around itself so that captive worlds, though believing themselves to be travelling in straight lines, were held in orbit. In the present instance, however, he was satisfied with the physics of Elizabeth’s gravitation because it meant that his home was midway between Starflight House and the North Field, and he was losing the minimum of time in collecting his family.


Even before the vehicle had halted outside the pyramidical block of apartments, Garamond had the door open and was walking quickly to the elevator. He stepped out of it on the third floor, went to his own door and let himself in. The familiar, homely surroundings seemed to crowd in on him for an instant, creating a new sense of shock over the fact that life as he knew it had ended. For a moment he felt like a ghost, visiting scenes to which he was no longer relevant.


‘What’s the matter, Vance?’ Aileen emerged from a bedroom, dressed as always in taut colourful silks. Her plump, brown-skinned face and dark eyes showed concern.


‘I’ll explain later.’ He put his arms around her and held her for a second. ‘Where’s Chris?’


‘Here I am, Daddy!’ The boy came running and swarmed up Garamond like a small animal, clinging with all four limbs. ‘You came back.’


‘Come on, son – we’re going to the field.’ Garamond held Chris above his head and shook him, imitating a start-of-vacation gesture, then handed the child to his wife. It had been the second time within the hour that he had picked up a light, childish body. ‘The car’s waiting for us. You take Chris down to it and I’ll follow in a second.’


‘You still haven’t told me what this is all about.’


‘Later, later!’ Garamond decided that if he were stopped before the shuttle got off the ground there might still be a faint chance for Aileen and the boy if she could truthfully swear she had no idea what had been going on. He pushed her out into the corridor, then strode back into the apartment’s general storage area which was hidden by a free-floating screen of vari-coloured luminosity. It took him only a few seconds to open the box containing his old target pistol and to fill an ammunition clip. The long-barrelled, saw-handled pistol snagged the material of his uniform as he thrust it out of sight in his jacket. Acutely conscious of the weighty bulge under his left arm, he ran back through the living space. On an impulse he snatched an ornament – a solid gold snail with ruby eyes – from a shelf, and went out into the corridor. Aileen was holding the elevator door open with one hand and trying to control Chris with the other.


‘Let’s go,’ Garamond said cheerfully, above the deafening ratchets and escapement of the clock behind his eyes. He closed the elevator door and pressed the ‘DOWN’ button. At ground level Chris darted ahead through the long entrance hall and scrambled into the waiting vehicle. There were few people about, and none that Garamond could identify as neighbours, but he dared not risk running and the act of walking normally brought a cool sheen to his forehead. The driver gave Aileen a grudging salute and held the car door open while she got in. Garamond sat down opposite his wife in the rear of the vehicle and, when it had moved off, manufactured a smile for her.


She shook her dark head impatiently. ‘Now will you tell me what’s happening?’


‘You’re coming to see me off, that’s all.’ Garamond glanced at Chris, who was kneeling at the rear window, apparently absorbed in the receding view. ‘Chris should enjoy it.’


‘But you said it was important.’


‘It was important for me to spend a little extra time with you and Chris.’


Aileen looked baffled. ‘What did you bring from the apartment?’


‘Nothing.’ Garamond moved his left shoulder slightly to conceal the bulge made by the pistol.


‘But I can see it.’ She leaned forward, caught his hand and opened his fingers, revealing the gold snail. It was a gift he had bought Aileen on their honeymoon and he realized belatedly that the reason he had snatched it was that the little ornament was the symbolical cornerstone of their home. Aileen’s eyes widened briefly and she turned her head away, making an abrupt withdrawal. Garamond closed his eyes, wondering what his wife’s intuition had told her, wondering how many minutes he had left.
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At that moment, a minor official on the domestic staff of Starflight House was moving uncertainly through the contrived Italian Renaissance atmosphere of the carved hill. His name was Carlos Pennario and he was holding leads to which were attached two of the President’s favourite spaniels. The doubts which plagued his mind were caused by the curious behaviour of the dogs, coupled with certain facts about his conditions of employment. Both animals, their long ears flapping audibly with excitement, were pulling him towards a section of the shady terrace which ringed the hill just at the executive and Presidential levels. Pennario, who was naturally inquisitive, had never seen the spaniels behave in this way before and he was tempted to give them their heads – but, as a Grade 4 employee, he was not permitted to ascend to the executive levels. In normal circumstances such considerations would not have held him back for long, but only two days earlier he had fallen foul of his immediate boss, a gnome-like Scot called Arthur Kemp, and had been promised demotion next time he put a foot wrong.


Pennario held on to the snuffling, straining dogs while he gazed towards a group of statues which shone like red gold in the dying sunlight. A tall, hard-looking man in the black uniform of a flickerwing captain had been leaning on the stone balustrade near the statues a little earlier in the afternoon. The moody captain seemed to have departed and there was nobody else visible on the terrace, yet the spaniels were going crazy trying to get up there. It was not a world-shaking mystery, but to Pennario it represented an intriguing diversion from the utter boredom of his job.


He hesitated, scanning the slopes above, then allowed the spaniels to pull him up the broad shallow steps to the terrace, their feet scrabbling on the smooth stone. Once on the upper level, the dogs headed straight for the base on which the bronze figures stood, then with low whines burrowed into the shrubbery behind.


Pennario leaned over them, parted the dark green leaves with his free arm, and looked down into the cave-like dimness.
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They needed another thirty minutes, Garamond decided. If the discovery of Harald’s body did not take place within that time he and his family would be clear of the atmosphere on one of the S.E.A. shuttles, before the alarm could be broadcast. They would not be out of immediate danger but the ship lying in polar orbit, the Bissendorf, was his own private territory, a small enclave in which the laws of the Elizabethan universe did not hold full sway. Up there she could still destroy him, and eventually would, but it would be more difficult than on Earth where at a word she could mobilize ten thousand men against him.


‘I need to go to the toilet,’ Chris announced, turning from the rear window with an apologetic expression on his round face. He pummelled his abdomen as if to punish it for the intervention.


‘You can wait till we reach the field.’ Aileen pulled him down on to her knee and enclosed him with smooth brown arms.


A sense of unreality stole over Garamond as he watched his wife and son. Both were wearing lightweight indoor clothing and, of course, had no other belongings with them. It was incredible, unthinkable that – dressed as they were and so unprepared – they should be snatched from their natural ambience of sunlight and warm breezes, sheltering walls and quiet gardens, and that they should be projected into the deadliness of the space between the stars. The air in the car seemed to thin down abruptly, forcing Garamond to take deep breaths. He gazed at the diorama of buildings and foliage beyond the car windows, trying to think about his movements for the next vital half-hour, but his mind refused to work constructively. His thoughts lapsed into a fugue, a recycling of images and shocked sensory fragments. He watched for the hundredth time as the fatal millimetres of daylight opened between Harald’s silhouette and the uncomprehending metal of the statue. And the boy’s body had been so light. Almost as light as Chris. How could a package contain all the bone and blood and muscle and organs necessary to support life, and yet be so light? So insubstantial that a fall of three or four metres …


‘Look, Dad!’ Chris moved within the organic basketwork of his mother’s arms. ‘There’s the field. Can we go on to your shuttle?’


‘I’ll try to arrange it.’ Garamond stared through the wavering blur of the North Field’s perimeter fence, wondering if he would see any signs of unusual activity.
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Carlos Pennario allowed the shrubs to spring together again and, for the first time since his youth, he crossed himself.


He backed away from what he had seen, dragging the frantic dogs with him, and looked around for help. There was nobody in sight. He opened his mouth with the intention of shouting at the top of his voice, of unburdening his dismay on the sleepy air, then several thoughts occurred to him almost at once. Pennario had seen Elizabeth Lindstrom only a few times, and always at a distance, but he had heard many stories told in the nighttime quietness of the staff dormitory. He would have given a year’s wages rather than be brought before her with the news that he had allowed one of her spaniels to choke on a chicken bone.


Now he was almost in the position of having to face Elizabeth in person and describe his part in the finding of her son’s corpse.


Pennario tried to imagine what the President might do to the bringer of such news before she regained whatever slight measure of self-control she was supposed to have …


Then there was the matter of his superior, Arthur Kemp. Pennario had no right to be on the terrace in the first place, and to a man like Kemp that one transgression would be suggestive, would be proof, of others. He had no idea what had happened to the dead boy, but he knew the way Kemp’s mind worked. Assuming that Pennario lived long enough to undergo an investigation, Kemp would swear to anything to avoid any association with guilt.


The realization that he was in mortal danger stimulated Pennario into decisive action. He knelt, gathered the spaniels into his arms and walked quickly down the steps to the lower levels. Shocked and afraid though he was, his mind retained those qualities which had lifted him successfully from near-starvation in Mexico to one of the few places in the world where there was enough air for a man to breathe. Locked away in his memory was a comprehensive timetable of Kemp’s daily movements in and around Starflight House, and according to that schedule the acidulous little Scot would shortly be making his final inspection tour of the afternoon. The tour usually took him along the circular terrace, past the shrubbery in which Harald’s body was hidden – and how much better it would have been if Domestic Supervisor Kemp had made the fearful discovery.


Pennario kept slanting downwards across the hill until he had reached the lowest point from which he could still see a sector of the upper terrace and gauge Kemp’s progress along it. He moved into the shade of an ivycovered loggia, set the dogs on the ground and pretended to be busy adjusting their silver collars. The excited animals fought to get free, but Pennario held them firmly in check.


It was important to him that they did not make their predictable dash to the terrace until Kemp was in exactly the right place to become involved with their discovery. Pennario glanced at his watch.


‘Any minute now, my little friends,’ he whispered. ‘Any minute now.’
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In contrast to what Garamond had feared, the field seemed quieter than usual, its broad expanses of ferrocrete mellowed to the semblance of sand by the fleeting sunlight. Low on the western horizon a complexity of small clouds was assembled like a fabulous army, their helmets and crests glowing with fire, and several vaporous banners reached towards the zenith in deepening pink. As the car drew to a halt outside the S.E.A. complex Garamond shielded his eyes, looked towards his assigned take-off point and saw the squat outline of the waiting shuttle. Its door was open and the boarding steps were in place. The sight filled him with a powerful urge to drive to the shuttle, get Aileen and Chris on board, and blast off towards safety. There were certain pre-flight formalities, however, and take off without observing them could lead to the wrong sort of radio message being beamed up to the Bissendorf ahead of him. He pushed a heavy lock of hair away from his forehead and smiled for the benefit of Aileen and the driver.


‘Some papers to sign in here, then we’ll take the slidewalk out to the shuttle,’ he said easily as he opened the car door and got out.


‘I thought Chris and I’d be going up to the observation floor,’ Aileen replied, not moving from her seat.


‘There’s no fun in that, is there, Chris?’ Garamond lifted the boy off Aileen’s knee and set him down on the steps of the S.E.A. building. ‘What’s the point in having a Dad who’s a flickerwing captain if you can’t get a few extra privileges? You’d like to look right inside the shuttle, wouldn’t you?’


‘Yes, Dad.’ Chris nodded, but with a curious reserve, as if he had sensed something of Aileen’s unease.


‘Of course, you would.’ Garamond took Aileen’s hand, drew her out of the car and slammed the door. ‘That’s all, driver – we can look after ourselves from here on.’ The driver glanced back once, without speaking, and accelerated away towards the transport pool.


Aileen caught Garamond’s arm. ‘We’re alone now, Vance. What’s …?’


‘Now you two stand right here on these steps and don’t move till I come out. This won’t take long.’ Garamond sprinted up the steps, returned the salutes of the guards at the top, and hurried towards the S.E.A. Preflight Centre. The large square room looked unfamiliar when he entered, as though seen through the eyes of the young Vance Garamond who had been so impressed by it at the beginning of his first exploratory command. He ran to the long desk and slapped down his flight authorization documents.


‘You’re late, Captain Garamond,’ commented a heavily built ex-quartermaster called Herschell, who habitually addressed outgoing captains with a note of rueful challenge which was meant to remind them he had not always held a desk job.


‘I know – I couldn’t get away from Liz.’ Garamond seized a stylus and began scribbling his name on various papers as they were fed to him.


‘Like that, was it? She couldn’t let you go?’


‘That’s the way it was.’


‘Pity. I’d say you’ve missed the tide.’ Herschell’s pink square face was sympathetic.


‘Oh?’


‘Yeah – look at the map.’ Herschell pointed up at the vast solid-image chart of the Solar System and surrounding volume of interstellar space which floated below the domed ceiling. The solar wind, represented by yellow radiance, was as strong as ever and Garamond saw the healthy, bow-shaped shock wave on the sunward side of Earth, where the current impacted on the planet’s geomagnetic field. Data on the inner spirals of the solar wind, however, were of interest only to interplanetary travellers – and his concern was with the ion count at the edge of the system and beyond. Garamond searched for the great arc of the shock front near the orbit of Uranus where the solar wind, attenuated by distance from Sol, built up pressure against the magnetic field of the galaxy. For a moment he saw nothing, then his eyes picked out an almost invisible amber halo, so faint that it could have represented nothing more than a tenth of an ion per cubic centimetre. He had rarely seen the front looking so feeble. It appeared that the sun was in a niggardly mood, unwilling to assist his ship far up the long gravity slope to interstellar space.


Garamond shifted his attention to the broad straggling bands of green, blue and red which plotted the galactic tides of fast-moving corpuscles as they swept across the entire region. These vagrant sprays of energetic particles and their movements meant as much to him as wind, wave and tide had to the skipper of a transoceanic sailing ship. All spacecraft built by Starflight – which meant all spacecraft built on Earth – employed intense magnetic fields to sweep up interstellar atomic debris for use as reaction mass. The system made it possible to conduct deep-space voyages in ships weighing as little as ten thousand tons, as against the million tons which would have been the minimum for a vessel which had to transport its own reaction mass.


Flickerwing ships had their own disadvantages in that their efficiency was subject to spatial ‘weather’. The ideal mission profile was for a ship to accelerate steadily to the midpoint of its journey and decelerate at the same rate for the remainder of the trip, but where the harvest of charged particles was poor the rate of speed-change fell off. If that occurred in the first half of a voyage it meant that the vessel took longer than planned to reach destination; if it occurred in the second half the ship was deprived of the means to discard velocity and would storm through its target system at unmanageable speed, sometimes not coming to a halt until it had overshot by light-days. It was to minimize such uncertainties that Starflight maintained chains of automatic sensor stations whose reports, transmitted by low-energy tachyon beams, were continuously fed into weather charts.


And, as Garamond immediately saw, the conditions in which he hoped to achieve high-speed flight were freakishly, damnably bad.


More than half the volume of space covered by the map seemed entirely void of corpuscular flux, and such fronts as were visible in the remainder were fleeing away to the galactic south. Only one wisp of useful density – possibly the result of heavy particles entangling themselves in an irregularity in the interplanetary magnetic field – reached as far back as the orbit of Mars, and even that was withdrawing at speed.


‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ Garamond said simply.


Herschell handed him the traditional leather briefcase containing the fight authorization documents. ‘Why don’t you take of out off it, Captain? The Bissendorf is ready to travel, and I can sign the rest of this stuff by proxy.’


‘Thanks.’ Garamond took the briefcase and ran for the door.


‘Don’t let that ole bit of dust get away,’ Herschell called after him, one flickerwing man to another. ‘Scoop it up good.’


Garamond sprinted along the entrance hall, relieved at being able to respond openly to his growing sense of urgency. The sight of ships’ commanders running for the slidewalks was quite a common one in the S.E.A. Centre when the weather was breaking. He found Aileen and Chris on the front steps, exactly where he had left them. Aileen was looking tired and worried, and holding the boy close to her side.


‘All clear,’ he said. He caught Aileen by the upper arm and urged her towards the slidewalk tunnel. She fell in step with him readily enough but he could sense her mounting unease. ‘Let’s go!’


‘Where to, Vance?’ She spoke quietly, but he understood she was asking him the big question, communicating on a treasured personal level which neither of them would ever willingly choose to disrespect. He glanced down at Chris. They were on the slidewalk now, slanting down into the tunnel and the boy seemed fascinated by the softly tremoring ride.


‘When I was waiting to see the President this afternoon I was asked to take care of young Harald Lindstrom for an hour …’ The enormity of what he had to say stilled the words in his throat.


‘What happened, Vance?’


‘I … I didn’t take care of him very well. He fell and killed himself.’


‘Oh!’ The colour seeped away from beneath the tan of Aileen’s face. ‘But how did you get away from …?’


‘Nobody saw him fall. I hid the body in some bushes.’


‘And now we’re running?’


‘As fast as we can go, sweet.’


Aileen put her hand on Chris’s shoulder. ‘Do you think Elizabeth would …?’


‘Automatically. Instinctively. There’d be no way for her not to do it.’


Aileen’s chin puckered as she fought to control the muscles around her mouth. ‘Oh, Vance! This is terrible. Chris and I can’t go up there.’


‘You can, and you’re going to.’ Garamond put his arm around Aileen and was alarmed when she sagged against him with her full weight. He put his mouth close to her ear. ‘I can’t do this alone. I need your help to get Chris away from here.’


She straightened with difficulty. ‘I’ll try. Lots of women go to Terranova, don’t they?’


‘That’s better.’ Garamond gave her arm an encouraging squeeze and wondered if she really believed they could go to the one other human-inhabited Starflight-dominated world in the universe. ‘Now, we’re almost at the end of the tunnel. When we get up the ramp, pick Chris up and walk straight on to the shuttle with him as if it was a school bus. I’ll be right behind you blocking the view of anybody who happens to be watching from the tower.’


‘What will the other people say?’


‘There’ll be nobody else on the shuttle apart from the pilots, and I’ll talk to them.’


‘But won’t the pilots object when they see us on board?’


‘The pilots won’t say a word,’ Garamond promised, slipping his hand inside his jacket.
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At Starflight House, high on the sculpted hill, the first man had already died.


Domestic Supervisor Arthur Kemp had been planning his evening meal when the two spaniels bounded past him and darted into the shrubbery on the long terrace. He paused, eyed them curiously, then pushed the screen of foliage aside. The light was beginning to fail, and Kemp – who came from the comparatively uncrowded, unpolluted, unravaged north of Scotland – lacked Carlos Pennario’s sure instinct concerning matters of violent and premature death. He dragged Harald’s body into the open, stared for a long moment at the black deltas of blood which ran from nostrils and ears, and began to scream into his wrist communicator.


Elizabeth Lindstrom was on the terrace within two minutes.


She would not allow anybody to touch her son’s remains and, as the staff could not simply walk away, there formed a dense knot of people at the centre of which Elizabeth set up her court of enquiry. Standing over the small body, satin-covered abdomen glowing like a giant pearl, she spoke in a controlled manner at first. Only the Council members who knew her well understood the implications of the steadily rising inflexions in her voice, or of the way she had begun to finger a certain ruby ring on her right hand. These men, obliged by rank to remain close to the President, nevertheless tried to alter their positions subtly so that they were shielded by the bodies of other men, who in turn sensed their peril and acted accordingly. The result was that the circle around Elizabeth grew steadily larger and its surface tension increased.


It was into this arena of fear that Domestic Supervisor Kemp was thrust to give his testimony. He answered several of her questions with something approaching composure, but his voice faltered when – after he too had confirmed Captain Garamond’s abrupt departure from the terrace – Elizabeth began pulling out her own hair in slow, methodical handfuls. For an endless minute the soft ripping of her scalp was the only sound on the terrace.


Kemp endured it for as long as was humanly possible, then turned to run. Elizabeth exploded him with the laser burst from her ring, and was twisting blindly to hose the others with its fading energies when her senior physician, risking his own life, fired a cloud of sedative drugs into the distended veins of her neck. The President lost consciousness almost as once, but she had time to utter three words:


‘Bring me Garamond.’




 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE


Garamond crowded on to the stubby shuttlecraft with Aileen and looked forward. The door between the crew and passenger compartments was open, revealing the environment of instrument arrays and controls in which the pilots worked. A shoulder of each man, decorated with the ubiquitous Starflight symbol, was visible on each side of the central aisle, and Garamond could hear the preflight checks being carried out. Neither of the pilots looked back.


‘Sit there,’ Garamond whispered, pointing at a seat which was screened from the pilots’ view by the main bulkhead. He put his fingers to his lips and winked at Chris, making it into a game. The boy nodded tautly, undeceived. Garamond went back to the entrance door and stood in it, waving to imaginary figures in the slidewalk tunnel, then went forward to the crew compartment.


‘Take it away, Captain,’ he said with the greatest joviality he could muster.


‘Yes, sir.’ The dark-chinned senior pilot glanced over his shoulder. ‘As soon as Mrs Garamond and your son disembark.’


Garamond looked around the flight deck and found a small television screen showing a picture of the passenger compartment, complete with miniature images of Aileen and Chris. He wondered if the pilots had been watching it closely and how much they might have deduced from his actions.


‘My wife and son are coming with us,’ he said. ‘Just for the ride.’


‘I’m sorry, sir – their names aren’t on my list.’


‘This is a special arrangement I’ve just made with the President.’


‘I’ll have to check that with the tower.’ There was a stubborn set to the pilot’s bluish jaw as he reached for the communications switch.


‘I assure you it’s all right.’ Garamond slid the pistol out of his jacket and used its barrel to indicate the runway ahead. ‘Now, I want you to get all the normal clearances in a perfectly normal way and then do a maximum-energy ascent to my ship. I’m very familiar with the whole routine and I can fly this bug myself if necessary, so don’t do any clever stuff which would make me shoot you.’


‘I’m not going to get myself shot.’ The senior pilot shrugged and his younger companion nodded vigorously. ‘But how far do you think you’re going to get, Captain?’


‘Far enough – now take us out of here.’ Garamond remained standing between the two seats. There was a subdued thud from the passenger door as it sealed itself, and then the shuttle surged forward. While monitoring the cross talk between the pilots and the North Field tower, Garamond studied the computer screen which was displaying flight parameters. The Bissendorf was in Polar Band One, the great stream of Starflight spacecraft – mainly population transfer vessels, but with a sprinkling of Exploratory Arm ships – which girdled the Earth at a height of more than a hundred kilometres. Incoming ships were allocated parking slots in any of the thirty-degree sectors marked by twelve space stations, their exact placing being determined by the amount of maintenance or repair they needed. The Bissendorf had been scheduled for a major refitting lasting three months, and was close in to Station 8, which the computer showed to be swinging up over the Aleutian Islands. A maximum-energy rendezvous could be accomplished in about eleven minutes.


‘I take it you want to catch the Bissendorf this time round,’ the senior pilot said as the shuttle’s drive tubes built up thrust and the white runway markers began to flicker under its nose like tracer fire.


Garamond nodded. ‘You take it right.’


‘It’s going to be rough on your wife and boy.’ There was an unspoken question in the comment.


‘Not as rough as …’ Garamond decided to do the pilots a favour by telling them nothing – they too would be caught up in Elizabeth’s enquiries.


‘There’s a metallizer aerosol in the locker beside you,’ the co-pilot volunteered, speaking for the first time.


‘Thanks.’ Garamond found the aerosol container and passed it back to Aileen. ‘Spray your clothes with this. Do Chris as well.’


‘What’s it for?’ Aileen was trying to sound unconcerned, but her voice was small and cold.


‘It won’t do your clothes any harm, but it makes them react against the restraint field inside the ship when you move. It turns them into a kind of safety net and also stops you floating about when you’re in free fall.’ Garamond had forgotten how little Aileen knew about spaceflight or air travel. She had never even been in an ordinary jetliner, he recalled. The great age of air tourism was long past – if a person was lucky enough to live in an acceptable part of the Earth he tended to stay put.


‘You can use it first,’ Aileen said.


‘I don’t need it – all space fliers’ uniforms are metallized when they’re made.’ Garamond smiled encouragingly. The pilot didn’t know how right he was, he thought. This is going to be rough on my wife and boy. He returned his attention to the pilots as the shuttle lifted its nose and cleared the ground. As soon as the undercarriage had been retracted and the craft was aero-dynamically clean the drive tubes boosted it skywards on a pink flare of recombining ions. Garamond, standing behind the pilots, was pushed against the bulkhead and held there by the sustained acceleration. Behind him, Chris began to sob.


‘Don’t worry, son,’ Garamond called. ‘This won’t last long. We’ll soon


be …’


‘North Field to shuttlecraft Sahara Tango 4299,’ a voice crackled from the radio. ‘This is Fleet Commodore Keegan calling. Come in, please.’


‘Don’t answer that,’ Garamond ordered. The clock behind his eyes had come to an abrupt and sickening halt.


‘But that was Keegan himself. Are you mixed up in something big, Captain?’


‘Big enough.’ Garamond hesitated as the radio repeated its message. ‘Tune that out and get me Commander Napier on my bridge.’ He gave the pilot a microwave frequency which would by-pass the Bissendorf’s main communications room.


‘But …’


‘Immediately.’ He raised the pistol against multiple gravities. ‘This is a hair trigger and there’s a lot of G-force piling up on my finger.’


‘I’m making the call now.’ The pilot spun a small vernier on the armrest of his chair and in a few seconds had established contact.


‘Commander Napier here.’ Garamond felt a surge of relief as he recognized the cautious tones Napier always employed when he did not know who was on the other end of a channel.


‘This is an urgent one, Cliff.’ Garamond spoke steadily. ‘Have you had any communications about me from Starflight House?’


‘Ah … no. Was I supposed to?’


‘That doesn’t matter now. Here’s a special instruction which I’m asking you to obey immediately and without question. Do you understand?’


‘Okay, Vance,’ Napier sounded puzzled, but not suspicious or alarmed.


‘I’m on the shuttle and will rendezvous with you in a few minutes, but right now I want you to throw the ultimate master switch on the external communications system. Right now, Cliff!’


There was a slight pause, during which Napier must have been considering the facts that what he had been asked to do was illegal and that under Starflight Regulations he was not obliged to obey such an order – then the channel went dead.


Garamond closed his eyes for a second. He knew that Napier had also thought about their years together on the Bissendorf, all the light-years they had covered, all the alien suns, all the hostile useless planets, all the disappointments which had studded their quest for lebensraum, all the bottles of whisky they had killed while in orbit around lost, lonely points of light both to console themselves and to make the next leg of a mission seem bearable. If he and Aileen and Chris had any chance of life it lay in the fact that a spaceship was an island universe, a tiny enclave in which Elizabeth’s power was less than absolute. While in Earth orbit the ship’s officers would have been forced to obey any direct order from Starflight Admincom, but he had successfully blocked the communications channels … A warning chime from the shuttle’s computer interrupted Garamond’s thoughts.


‘We have some pretty severe course and speed corrections coming up,’ the younger pilot said. ‘Do you want to advise your wife?’


Garamond nodded gratefully. The sky in the forward view panels had already turned from deep blue to black as the shuttle’s tubes hurled it clear of the atmosphere. In a maximum-energy ballistic-style sortie it was understood that there was no time for niceties – the computer which was controlling the flight profile would subject passengers to as much stress, within programmed limits, as they could stand. Garamond edged backwards until he could see Aileen and Chris.


‘Get ready for some rollercoaster stuff,’ he told them. ‘Don’t try to fight the ship or you’ll be sick. Just go with it and the restraint field will hold you in place.’ They both nodded silently, in unison, eyes fixed on his face, and he felt a crushing sense of responsibility and guilt. He had barely finished speaking when a series of lateral corrections twisted space out of its normal shape, pulling him to the left and then upwards away from the floor. The fierce pressure of the bulkhead against his back prevented him from being thrown around but he guessed that his wife and son must have been lifted out of their seats. An involuntary gasp from Aileen confirmed her distress.


‘It won’t be long now,’ he told her. Stars were shining in the blackness ahead of the shuttle, and superimposed on the random points of light was a strip of larger, brighter motes, most of which had visible irregularities of shape. Polar Band One glittered like a diamond bracelet, at the midpoint of which Sector Station 8 flared with a yellowish brilliance. The two distinct levels of luminosity, separating man-made objects from the background of distant suns, created a three-dimensional effect, an awareness of depth and cosmic scale which Garamond rarely experienced when far into a mission. He remained with the pilots, braced between their seats and the bulkhead, while the shuttle drew closer to the stream of orbiting spaceships and further corrections were applied to match speed and direction. By this time Starflight Admincom would have tried to contact the Bissendorf and would probably be taking other measures to prevent his escape.


‘There’s your ship,’ the senior pilot commented, and the note of satisfaction in his voice put Garamond on his guard. ‘It looks like you’re a little late, Captain – there’s another shuttle already drifting into its navel.’


Garamond, unused to orienting himself with the cluttered traffic of the Polar Band, had to search the sky for several seconds before he located the Bissendorf and was able to pick out the silvered bullet of a shuttle closing in on the big ship’s transfer dock. He felt a cool prickling on his forehead. It was impossible for the other shuttle to have made better time on the haul up from Earth, but Admincom must have been able to divert one which was already in orbit and instruct it to block the Bissendorf’s single transfer dock.


‘What do you want to do, Captain?’ The blue-chinned senior pilot had begun to enjoy himself. ‘Would you like to hand over that gun now?’


Garamond shook his head. ‘The other shuttle’s making a normal docking approach. Get in there before him.’


‘It’s too late.’


Garamond placed the muzzle of the pistol against the pilot’s neck. ‘Ram your nose into that dock, sonny.’


‘You’re crazy, but I’ll try.’ The pilot fixed his eyes on the expanding shape of the Bissendorf, then spun verniers to bring his sighting crosshairs on to the red-limned target of the dock which was already partially obscured by the other shuttle. As he did so the retro tubes began firing computer-controlled bursts which cut their forward speed. ‘I told you it was too late.’


‘Override the computer,’ Garamond snapped. ‘Kill those retros.’


‘Do you want to commit suicide?’


‘Do you?’ Garamond pressed the pistol into the other man’s spine and watched as he tripped out the auto control circuits. The image of the competing shuttle and the docking target expanded in the forward screen with frightening speed.


The pilot instinctively moved backwards in his seat. ‘We’re going to hit the other shuttle, for Christ’s sake!’


‘I know,’ Garamond said calmly. ‘And after we do you’ll have about two seconds to get those crosshairs back on target. Now let’s see how good you are.’


The other shuttle ballooned ahead of and slightly above them until they were looking right into its main driver tubes, there was a shuddering clang which Garamond felt in his bones, the shuttle vanished, and the vital docking target slewed away to one side. Events began to happen in slow motion for Garamond. He had time to monitor every move the pilot made as he fired emergency corrective jets which wrenched the ship’s nose back on to something approximating its original bearing, time to brace himself as retros hammered on the craft’s frame, even time to note and be grateful for the discovery that the pilot was good. Then the shuttle speared into the Bissendorf’s transfer dock at five times the maximum permitted speed and wedged itself into the interior arrester rings with a shrieking impact which deformed its hull.


Garamond, the only person on the shuttle not protected by a seat, was driven forward but was saved from injury by the restraint field’s reaction against any violent movement of his clothing. He felt a surge of induced heat pass through the material, and at the same time became aware of a shrill whistling sound from the rear of the ship. A popping in his ears told him that air was escaping from the shuttle into the vacuum of the Bissendorf’s dock. A few seconds later Chris began to sob, quietly and steadily. Garamond went aft, knelt before the boy and tried to soothe him.


‘What’s happening, Vance?’ The brightly-coloured silk of Aileen’s dress was utterly incongruous.


‘Rough docking, that’s all. We’re losing some air but they’ll be pressurizing the dock and …’ He hesitated as a warbling note came from the shuttle’s address system. ‘They’ve done it – that’s the equalization signal to say we can get out now. There’s nothing to worry about.’


‘But we’re falling.’


‘We aren’t falling, honey. Well, we are – but not downwards …’ It came to Garamond that he had no time at that moment to introduce his wife to celestial mechanics. ‘I want you and Chris to sit right here for a few minutes. Okay?’


He stood up, opened the passenger door and looked out at a group of officers and engineering personnel who had gathered on the docking bay’s main platform. Among them was the burly figure of Cliff Napier. Garamond launched himself upwards from the sill and allowed the slight drag of the ship’s restraint field to curve his weightless flight downwards on to the steel platform where his boots took a firm grip. Napier caught his arm while the other men were saluting.


‘Are you all right, Vance? That was the hairiest docking I ever saw.’


‘I’m fine. Explain it all later, Cliff. Get through to the engine deck and tell them I want immediate full power.’


‘Immediate?’


‘Yes – there’s a streamer of nova dust lagging behind the main weather front and we’re going to catch it. I presume you’ve pre-set the course.’


‘But what about the shuttle and its crew?’


‘We’ll have to take the shuttle with us, Cliff. The shuttle and everybody on it.’


‘I see.’ Napier raised his wrist communicator to his lips and ordered full power. He was a powerfully built bull-necked man with hands like the scoops of a mechanical digger, but there was a brooding intelligence in his eyes. ‘Is this our last mission for Starflight?’


‘It’s my last, anyway.’ Garamond looked around to make sure nobody was within earshot. ‘I’m in deep, Cliff – and I’ve dragged you in with me.’


‘It was my decision – I didn’t have to pull the plug on the communications boys. Are they coming after you?’


‘With every ship that Starflight owns.’


‘They won’t catch us,’ Napier said confidently as the deck began to press up under their feet, signalling that the Bissendorf was accelerating out of orbit. ‘We’ll ride that wisp of dust up the hill to Uranus, and when we’ve caught the tide … Well, there’s a year’s supplies on board.’


‘Thanks.’ Garamond shook hands with Napier, yet – while comforted by the blunt human contact – he wondered how long it would be before either of them would refer openly to the bitter underlying reality of their situation. They were all dressed up with a superb ship. But a century of exploration by the vast Starflight armada had proved one thing.


There was nowhere to go.




 


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR


They were able to put off the decision for three days.


During that time there was only one direction in which the Bissendorf could logically go – towards the galactic south, in pursuit of the single vagrant wisp of particles which lingered behind the retreating weather fronts. They had caught it, barely, and the vast insubstantial ramjets formed by the ship’s magnetic fields had begun to gather power, boosting it towards lightspeed and beyond. It was the prototypes of starships such as the Bissendorf which, a century earlier, had all but demolished Einsteinian physics. On the first tentative flights there had been something of the predicted increase in mass, but no time dilation effect, no impenetrable barrier at the speed of light. A new physics had been devised – based mainly on the work of the Canadian mathematician, Arthur Arthur – which took into account the lately observed fact that when a body of appreciable mass and gravitic field reached speeds approaching .2C it entered new frames of reference. Once a ship crossed the threshold velocity it created its own portable universe in which different rules applied, and it appeared that the great universal constant was not the speed of light. It was time itself.


On his earlier missions Garamond had been grateful that Einstein’s work had its limitations and that time did not slow down for the space traveller – he would have had no stomach for finding his wife ageing ten years for his one, or having a son who quickly grew older than himself. But on this voyage, his last for Starflight, with Aileen and Christopher aboard, it would have resolved many difficulties had he been able to trace a vast circle across one part of the galaxy and return to Earth to find, as promised by Einstein, that Elizabeth Lindstrom was long dead. Arthurian physics had blocked that notional escape door, however, and he was faced with the question of where to go in his year of stolen time.


His thinking on the matter was influenced by two major considerations. The first was that he had no intention of condemning the 450-strong crew of the Bissendorf to a slow death in an unknown part of the galaxy in a year’s time. The ship had to return to Earth and therefore his radius of action was limited to the distance it could cover in six months. Even supposing he travelled in a straight line to one preselected destination, the six-month limitation meant he would not reach far beyond the volume of space already totally explored by Starflight. Chances of this one desperate flight producing a habitable world on which to hide had been microscopic to begin with; when modified by the distance factor they vanished into realms of fantasy.


The other major consideration was a personal one. Garamond already knew where he wanted to go, but was having trouble justifying the decision.
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‘Cluster 803 is your best bet,’ Clifford Napier said. He was leaning back in a simulated leather chair in Garamond’s quarters, and in his hand was a glass of liqueur whisky which he had not yet tasted but was holding up to the light to appreciate its colour. His heavy-lidded brown eyes were inscrutable as he continued with his thesis.


‘You can make it with time to spare. It’s dense – average distance between suns half a light-year – so you’d be able to check a minimum of eight systems before having to pull out. And it’s prime exploration territory, Vance. As you know, the S.E.A. Board recommended that 803 should be given high priority when the next wave is being planned.’


Garamond sipped his own whisky, with its warmth of forgotten summers. ‘It makes sense, all right.’ The two men sat without speaking for a time, listening to the faint hum of the ship’s superconducting flux pumps which was always present even in the engineered solitude of the skipper’s rooms.


‘It makes sense,’ Napier said finally, ‘but you don’t want to go there. Right?’


‘Well, maybe it makes too much sense. Admincom could predict that we’d head for 803 and send a hundred ships into the region. A thousand ships.’


‘Think they could catch us?’


‘There’s always that chance,’ Garamond said. ‘It’s been proved that four flickerwings getting just ahead of another and matching velocities can control it better than its own skipper just by deciding how much reaction mass to let slip by.’


There was another silence, then Napier gave a heavy sigh. ‘All right, Vance – where’s your map?’


‘Which map?’


‘The one showing Pengelly’s Star. That’s where you want to go, isn’t it?’


Garamond felt a surge of anger at having his innermost thoughts divined so accurately by the other man. ‘My father actually met Rufus Pengelly once,’ he said defensively. ‘He told me he’d never known a man less capable of trickery – and if there was one thing my father could do it was judge character just by …’ He broke off as Napier began to laugh.


‘Vance, you don’t need to sell the idea to me. We’re not going to find the third world, so it doesn’t matter where we go, does it?’


Garamond’s anger was replaced by a growing sense of relief. He went to his desk, opened a drawer and took out four large photoprints which appeared to be of greyish metallic or stone surfaces on which were arranged a number of darker spots in a manner suggestive of star maps. The fuzziness of the markings and the blotchy texture of the background were due to the fact that the prints were computer reconstructions of star charts which had been destroyed by fire.


A special kind of fire, Garamond thought. The one which robbed us of a neighbour.


Sagania had been discovered early in the exploratory phase. It was less than a hundred light-years from Sol, only a quarter of the separation the best statisticians had computed as the average for technical civilizations throughout the galaxy. Even more remarkable was the coincidence of time-scales. In the geological lifespans of Sagania and Earth the period in which intelligent life developed and flourished represented less than a second in the life of a man, yet the fantastic gamble had come off. Saganians and Men had coexisted, against all the odds, within interstellar hailing distance, each able to look into the night sky and see the other’s parent sun without optical aid. Both had taken the machine-using philosophy as far as the tapping of nuclear energy. Both had shared the outward urge, planned the building of starships, and – with their sub-beacons trembling in the blackness like candles in far-off windows – it was inevitable that there would have been a union.


Except that one day on Sagania – at a time when the first civilizations were being formed in the Valley of the Two Rivers on Earth – somebody had made a mistake. It may have been a politician who overplayed his hand, or a scientist who dealt the wrong cards, but the result was that Sagania lost its atmosphere, and its life, in an uncontrolled nuclear reaction which surged around the planet like a tidal wave of white fire.


Archaeologists from Earth, arriving seven thousand years later, had been able to discover very little about the final phase of Saganian civilization. Ironically or justly, according to one’s point of view, the beings who had represented the peak of the planet’s culture were the ones who removed virtually all trace of their existence. It was the older, humbler Saganian culture which, protected by the crust of centuries, had been uncovered by the electronic probes. Among the artifacts turned up were fragments of star maps which excited little comment, even though a few researchers had noticed that some of them showed a star which did not exist.


‘This is the earliest fragment,’ Garamond said, setting the photoprint on a table beside Napier. He pointed at a blurry speck. ‘And that’s the sun we’ve christened Pengelly’s Star. Here’s another map tentatively dated five hundred years later, and as you see – no Pengelly’s Star. One explanation is that at some time between when these two maps were drawn the star vanished.’


‘Maybe it got left out by mistake,’ Napier prompted, aware that Garamond wanted to go over all the familiar arguments once more.


‘That can’t be – because we have two later maps, covering the same region but drawn several centuries apart, and they don’t record the star either. And a visual check right now shows nothing in that region.’


‘Which proves it died.’


‘That’s the obvious explanation. A quick but unspectacular flare-up – then extinction. Now here’s the fourth map, the one found by Doctor Pengelly. As you can see, this map shows our star.’


‘Which proves it’s older than maps two and three.’


‘Pengelly claims he excavated it at the highest level of all, that it’s the youngest.’


‘Which proves he was a liar. This sort of thing has happened before, Vance.’ Napier flicked the glossy prints with blunt fingers. ‘What about that affair in Crete a few hundred years ago? Archaeologists are always …’


‘Trying to win acclaim for themselves. Pengelly had nothing to gain by lying about where he found the fragment. I personally believe it was drawn only a matter of decades before the Big Burn, well into the Saganians space-going era.’ Garamond spoke with the flatness of utter conviction. ‘You’ll notice that on the fourth map the star isn’t represented by a simple dot. There are traces of a circle around it.’


Napier shrugged and took the first sip of his whisky. ‘It was a map showing the positions of extinct suns.’


‘That’s a possibility. Possibly even a probability, but I’m betting that Saganian space technology was more advanced than we suspect. I’m betting that Pengelly’s Star was important to them in some way we don’t understand. They might have found a habitable world there.’


‘It wouldn’t be habitable now. Not after its sun dying.’


‘No – but there might be other maps, underground installations, anything.’ Garamond suddenly heard his own words as though they were being spoken by a stranger, and he was appalled at the flimsiness of the logical structure which supported his family’s hopes for a future. He glanced instinctively at the door leading to the bedroom where Aileen and Chris were asleep. Napier, perceptive as ever, did not reply and for a while they drank in silence. Blocks of coloured light, created for decorative purposes by the same process which produced solid-image weather maps, drifted through the air of the room in random patterns, mingling and merging. Their changing reflections seemed to animate the gold snail on Garamond’s desk.


‘We never found any Saganian starships,’ Napier said.


‘It doesn’t mean they didn’t have them. You’d find their ships anywhere but in the vicinity of a burnt-out home world.’ There was another silence and the light-cubes continued to drift through the room like prisms of insubstantial gelatin.


Napier finished his drink and got up to refill his glass. ‘You’re almost making some kind of a case, but why did the Exploratory Arm never follow it up?’


‘Let’s level with each other,’ Garamond said. ‘How many years is it since you really believed that Starflight wants to find other worlds?’


‘I …’


‘They’ve got Terranova, which they sell off in hectare lots as if it was a Long Island development property in the old days. They’ve got all the ships, too. Man’s destiny is in the stars – just so long as he is prepared to sign half his life away to Starflight for the ride, and the other half for a plot of land. It’s a smooth-running system, Cliff, and a few cheap new worlds showing up would spoil it. That’s why there are so few ships, comparatively speaking, in


the S.E.A.’


‘But …’


‘They’re more subtle than the railroad and mining companies in the States were when they set up their private towns, but the technique’s the same. What are you trying to say?’


‘I’m trying to agree with you.’ Napier punched his fist through a cube of lime-green radiance which floated away unaffected. ‘It doesn’t matter a damn where we go in this year, so let’s hunt down Pengelly’s Star. Have you any idea where it ought to be?’


‘Some. Have a look at this chart.’ As they walked over to the universal machine in the corner Garamond felt a sense of relief that Napier had been so easy to convince – to his own mind it gave the project a semblance of sanity. When he was within voice-acceptance range of the machine he called up the map it had prepared for him. A three-dimensional star chart appeared in the air above the console. One star trailed a curving wake of glowing red dashes in contrast to the solid green lines which represented the galactic drift of the others.


‘I had no direct data on how far Pengelly’s Star was from Sagania,’ Garamond said. ‘But the fact that we’re interested in it carries the implication that it was a Sol-type sun. This gives an approximate value for its intrinsic luminosity and, as the dot representing it on the earliest Saganian map was about equal in size to other existing stars of first magnitude, I was able to assign a distance from Sagania.’


‘There’s a lot of assuming and assigning going on there,’ Napier said doubtfully.


‘Not all that much. Now, the stars throughout the entire region share the same proper motion and speed so, although they’ve all travelled a long way in seven thousand years, we can locate Pengelly’s Star on this line with a fair degree of certainty.’


‘Certainty, he says. What’s the computed journey time? About four months?’


‘Less if there’s the right sort of dust blowing around.’


‘It’ll be there,’ Napier said in a neutral voice. ‘It’s an ill wind …’


Later, when Napier had left to get some sleep, Garamond ordered the universal machine to convert an entire wall of the room into a forward-looking viewscreen. He sat for a long time in a deep chair, his drink untouched, staring at the stars and thinking about Napier’s final remark. Part of the invisible galactic winds from which the Bissendorf drew its reaction mass had been very ill winds for somebody, sometime, somewhere. Heavy particles, driven across the galactic wheel by the forces of ancient novae, were the richest and most sought-after harvest of all. An experienced flickerwing man could tell when his engine intakes had begun to feed on such a cloud just by feeling the deck grow more insistent against his feet. But a sun going nova engulfed its planets, converting them and everything on them to incandescent gas, and at each barely perceptible surge of the ship Garamond wondered if his engines were feeding on the ghosts of dawn-time civilizations, obliterating all their dreams, giving the final answer to all their questions.


He fell asleep sitting at the viewscreen, on the dark edge of the abyss.
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Aileen Garamond had been ill for almost a week.


Part of the trouble was due to shock and the subsequent stress of being catapulted into a difficult environment, but Garamond was surprised to discover that his wife was far more sensitive than he to minute changes in acceleration caused by the ship crossing weather zones. He explained to her that the Bissendorf relied largely on interstellar hydrogen for reaction mass, ionizing it by continuously firing electron beams ahead of the ship, then sweeping it up with electromagnetic fields which guided it through the engine intakes. As the distribution of hydrogen was constant the ship would have had constant acceleration, and its crew would have enjoyed an unchanging apparent gravity, had there been no other considerations. Space, however, was not the quiescent vacuum described by the old Earth-bound astronomers. Vagrant clouds of charged particles from a dozen different kinds of sources swept through it like winds and tides, heavy and energetic, clashing, deflecting, creating silent storms where they met each other head-on.


‘On available hydrogen alone our best acceleration would be half a gravity or less,’ Garamond said. ‘That’s why we value the high-activity regions and, where possible, plot courses which take us through them. And that’s why you feel occasional changes in your weight.’


Aileen thought for a moment. ‘Couldn’t you vary the efficiency of the engines to compensate for those changes?’


‘Hey!’ Garamond gave a pleased laugh. ‘That’s the normal practice on a passenger ship. They run at roughly nine tenths of full power and this is automatically stepped up or down as the ship enters poor or rich volumes of space, so that shipboard gravity remains constant. But Exploratory Arm ships normally keep going full blast, and on a trip like this one …’ Garamond fell silent.


‘Go on, Vance.’ Aileen sat up in the bed, revealing her familiar tawny torso. ‘You can’t take it easy when you’re being hunted.’


‘It isn’t so much that we’re being hunted, it’s just that to make the best use of our time we ought to move as fast as possible.’


Aileen got out of the bed and came towards where he was seated, her nakedness incongruous in the functional surroundings of his quarters. ‘There’s no point in our going to Terranova, is there? Isn’t that what you’re telling me?’


He leaned his face against the warm cushion of her belly. ‘The ship can keep going for about a year. After that …’


‘And we won’t find a new planet. One we can live on, I mean.’


‘There’s always the chance.’


‘How much of a chance?’


‘It has taken the entire fleet a hundred years of searching to find one habitable planet. Work it out for yourself.’


‘I see.’ Aileen stood with him for a moment, almost abstractedly holding his face against herself, then she turned away with an air of purpose. ‘It’s about time for that guided tour of the ship you promised Christopher and me.’


‘Are you sure you’re feeling well enough?’


‘I’ll get well enough,’ she assured him.


Garamond suddenly felt happier than he had expected to be ever again. He nodded and went into the main room where Chris was eating breakfast. As soon as the boy had got over his unfortunate introduction to spaceflight on board the shuttle, he had adapted quickly and easily to his new surroundings. Garamond had eased things as much as possible by putting in very little time in the Bissendorf’s control room, allowing Napier and the other senior officers to run the ship. He helped his son to dress and by the time he had finished Aileen had joined them, looking slightly self-conscious in the dove-grey nurse’s coverall he had ordered for her from the quartermaster.


‘You look fine,’ he said before she could ask the age-old question.


Aileen examined herself critically. ‘What was wrong with my dress?’


‘Nothing, if you’re on the recreation deck, but you must wear functional clothing when moving about the other sections of the ship. There aren’t any other wives on board, and I don’t like to rub it in.’


‘But you told me a third of the crew were women.’


‘That’s right. We have a hundred-and-fifty female crew of varying ages and rank. On a long trip there’s always a lot of short-term coupling going on, and occasionally there’s a marriage, but no woman is taken on for purely biological reasons. Everybody has a job to do.’


‘Don’t sound so stuffy, Vance.’ Aileen looked down at Christopher, then back at her husband. ‘What about Christopher? Does everybody know why we’re here?’


‘No. I blocked the communications channels while we were on the shuttle. The one other person on board who knows the whole story is Cliff Napier – all the others can only guess I’m in some sort of a jam, but they won’t be too concerned about it.’ Garamond smiled as he remembered the old flicker-wingers’ joke. ‘It’s a kind of relativity effect – the faster and farther you go, the smaller the President gets.’


‘Couldn’t they have heard about it on the radio since then?’


Garamond shook his head emphatically. ‘It’s impossible to communicate with a ship when it’s under way. No signal can get through the fields. The crew will probably decide I walked out on Elizabeth the way a commander called Witsch once did. If anything, I’ll go up in their estimation.’


It took more than an hour to tour the various sections and levels of the Bissendorf, starting with the command deck and moving ‘downwards’ through the various administrative, technical and workshop levels to the field generating stations, and the pods containing the flux pumps and hydrogen fusion plant. At the end of the tour Garamond realized, with a dull sense of astonishment, that for a while he had managed to forget that he and his family were under sentence of death.
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Boosted by the ion-rich tides of space, the ship maintained an average acceleration of 13 metres per second squared. Punishing though this was to the crew, whose weight had apparently increased by one third, it was a rate of speed-increase which would have required several months before the Bissendorf could have reached the speed of light under Einsteinian laws. After only seven weeks, however, the ship had attained a speed of fifty million metres a second – the magical threshold figure above which Arthurian physics held sway – and new phenomena, inexplicable in terms of low-speed systems, were observed. To those on board acceleration remained constant, yet the Bissendorf’s speed increased sharply until, at the mid-point of the voyage, only twelve days later, it was travelling at vast multiples of the speed of light.


Retardation produced a mirror image of the distance-against-time graph, and in an elapsed time of four months the ship was in the computed vicinity of Pengelly’s Star.
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‘I’m sorry, Vance.’ Cliff Napier’s heavy-boned face was sombre as he spoke. ‘There’s just no sign of it. Yamoto says that if we were within ten light-years of a black sun his instruments couldn’t miss it.’


‘Is he positive?’


‘He’s positive. In fact, according to him there’s less spatial background activity than normal.’


I’m not going to let it happen, Garamond thought irrationally. Aloud he said, ‘Let’s go down to the observatory – I want to talk to Yamoto about this.’


‘I’ll put him on your viewer now.’


‘No, I want to see him in person.’ Garamond left the central command console and nodded to Gunther, the second exec, to take over. This was the moment he had been dreading since the Bissendorf’s engines had been shut down an hour earlier, making it possible – in the absence of the all-devouring intake fields – to carry out radiation checks of the surrounding space. The reason he was going to the observatory in person was that he had a sudden need to move his arms and legs, to respond to the crushing sense of urgency which had been absent while the ship was in flight and now was back with him again. He wanted some time away from the watchful eyes of the bridge personnel.


‘I’m sorry, Vance.’ Napier always had trouble adjusting to zero-gravity conditions and his massive figure swayed precariously as he walked in magnetic boots to the elevator shaft.


‘You said that before.’


‘I know, but I’d begun to believe we were on to something, and somehow I feel guilty over the way it has turned out.’


‘That’s crazy – we always knew it was a long shot,’ Garamond said. You liar, he told himself. You didn’t believe it was a long shot at all. You had convinced yourself you’d find a signpost to the third world because you couldn’t face the fact that you condemned your wife and son to death.


As the elevator was taking him down he thought back, for perhaps the thousandth time, to that afternoon on the terrace at Starflight House. All he had had to do was keep an eye on Harald Lindstrom, to refuse when asked for permission to run, to do what anybody else would have done in the same circumstances. Instead, he had let the boy trick him into doing his hardened spacefarer bit, then he had allowed himself to be pressured, then he had turned his back and indulged in daydreams while Harald was climbing, then he had been too slow in reaching the statue while the first fatal millimetre of daylight opened up between the boy’s fingers and the metal construction and he was falling … and falling … falling.


‘Here we are.’ Napier opened the elevator door, revealing a tunnel-like corridor at the end of which was the Bissendorf’s astronomical observatory.


‘Thanks.’ Garamond fought to suppress a sense of unreality as he walked out of the elevator. He saw, as in a dream, the white-clad figure of Sammy Yamoto standing at the far end of the corridor waving to him. His brain was trying in a numbed way to deal with the paradox that moments of truth, those instants when reality cannot be avoided, always seem unreal. And the truth was that his wife and child were going to die. Because of him.


‘For a man who found nothing,’ Napier commented, ‘Sammy Yamoto’s looking pretty excited.’


Garamond summoned his mind back from grey wanderings.


Yamoto came to meet him, plum-coloured lips trembling slightly. ‘We’ve found something! After I spoke to Mister Napier I became curious over the fact that there was less matter per cubic centimetre than the galactic norm. It was as if the region had been swept by a passing sun, yet there was no sun around.’


‘What did you find?’


‘I’d already checked out the electro-magnetic spectrum and knew there couldn’t be a sun nearby, but I got a crazy impulse and checked the gravitic spectrum anyway.’ Yamoto was a fifty-year-old man who had looked on many worlds in his lifetime, yet his face was the face of a man in shock. Garamond felt the first stirrings of a powerful elation.


‘Go on,’ Napier said from behind him.


‘I found a gravity source of stellar magnitude less than a tenth of a light-year away, so …’


‘I knew it!’ Napier’s voice was hoarse. ‘We’ve found Pengelly’s Star.’ Garamond’s eyes were locked on the astronomer’s. ‘Let Mister Yamoto speak.’


‘So I took some tachyonic readings to get an approximation of the object’s size and surface composition, and … You aren’t going to believe this, Mister Garamond.’


‘Try me,’ Garamond said.


‘As far as I can tell …’ Yamoto swallowed painfully. ‘As far as I can tell, the object out there … the thing we have discovered is a spaceship over three hundred million kilometres in diameter!’




 


 


 


CHAPTER FIVE


Like everyone else on board the Bissendorf, Garamond spent a lot of time at the forward viewscreens during the long days of the approach to the sphere.


He attended many meetings, accompanied by Yamoto who had become one of the busiest and most sought-after men on the ship. At first the Chief Astronomer had wanted to take advantage of the drive shut-down period to get a tachyonic signal announcing his discovery off to Earth. Garamond discreetly did not point out his own role as prime mover in the find. Instead he made Yamoto aware of the danger of letting fame-hungry professional rivals appear on the scene too early, and at the same time he insured against risks by ordering an immediate engine restart.


Yamoto went back to work, but the curious thing was that even after a full week of concentrated activity he knew little more about the sphere than had been gleaned in his first hurried scan. He confirmed that it had a diameter of some 320,000,000 kilometres, or just over two astronomical units; he confirmed that its surface was smooth to beyond the limits of resolution, certainly the equivalent of finely machined steel; he confirmed that the sphere emitted no radiation other than on the gravitic spectrum, and that analysis of this proved it to be hollow. In that week the only new data he produced were that the object’s sphericity was perfect to within the possible margin of error, and that it rotated. On the question of whether it was a natural or an artificial object he would venture no professional opinion.


Garamond turned all these factors over in his mind, trying to gauge their relevance to his own situation. The sphere, whatever its nature, no matter what its origins might be, was a startling find – the fact that it had been indicated on an antique Saganian star chart radically altered the accepted views about the dead race’s technological prowess. Possibly the whole science of astronomy would be affected, but not the pathetically short futures of his wife and child. What had he been hoping for? A fading sun which still emitted some life-giving warmth? An Earth-type planet with a vast network of underground caverns leading down into the heat of its core? A race of friendly humanoids who would say, ‘Come and live with us and we’ll protect your family from the President of Starflight’?


It was in the nature of hope that it could survive on such preposterous fantasies. But only when they were confined to the subconscious, where – as long as they existed at all – the emotions could equate them with genuine prospects of survival, enabling the man on the scaffold steps to retain his belief that something could still turn up to save him. Garamond and his wife and boy were on the scaffold steps, and the fantasies of hope were being dissipated by the awful presence of the sphere.


Garamond found that trying to comprehend its size produced an almost physical pain between his temples. The object was big enough by astronomical standards, so large that with Sol positioned at its centre the Earth’s orbit would be within the shell, assuming that the outer surface was a shell. It was so huge that, from distances which would have reduced Sol to nothing more than a bright star, it was clearly visible to the unaided eye as a disc of blackness against the star clouds of the galactic lens. Garamond watched it grow and grow in his screens until it filled the entire field of view with its dark, inconceivable bulk – and yet it was still more than 150,000,000 kilometres away.


Something within him began to cringe from it. In the early stages of the approach he had nursed the idea that, because of the smoothness of its surface, the sphere had to be an artifact. The notion faded when exposed to the mind-punishing reality of the sphere’s magnitude, because there was no way to visualize engineering on that scale, to conceive of a technology so far beyond anything mankind could dream of achieving. Then, in the final stages of the approach, the Bissendorf’s sensors became aware of a planet orbiting outside the sphere.


There was no optical evidence of the planet’s existence, but a study of its gravitic emissions showed that it was of approximately the same diameter and mass as Earth, and that its almost-circular orbit lay some 80,000,000 kilometres outside the sphere’s surface. Although the discovery of the planet was of value in itself, the real importance lay in what could now be deduced about the nature of the sphere.


Chief Astronomer Yamoto sent Garamond a report which stated, unequivocally, that it was a thin shell enclosing an otherwise normal sun.
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By the time the ship had matched velocities with the hidden star and slipped into an equatorial parking orbit, it was just over two thousand kilometres from the surface of the dark sphere. The range was inconvenient for the rocket-propelled buggy which would carry the exploration party, but the Bissendorf had never been intended for close manoeuvring, and Garamond decided against jockeying in closer with the rarely-used ion tubes. He sat in the central control area and watched the stereo image of the EVA group as they prepared themselves in the muster station. Garamond knew all the men and women of his crew by sight if not by name, but there was one blond fresh-complexioned youngster he was having trouble identifying. He pointed at the screen.


‘Cliff, is that one of the shuttle crew we shanghaied?’


‘That’s right. Joe Braunek. He fitted in well,’ Napier said. ‘I think you did him a favour.’


‘Did Tayman select him for this mission?’


‘He volunteered. Tayman referred it back to me and I interviewed Braunek in person.’ Napier broke off to contemplate a memory which appeared to amuse him.


‘Well?’


‘He says he’s entitled to log the flying time because you wrecked his shuttle and dumped it near Saturn.’


Garamond nodded his approval. ‘What about the other shuttle pilot? The one with the blue chin.’


‘Shrapnel? Ah … he didn’t fit in so well. In fact, he’s pretty resentful. He wouldn’t sign on the crew and I’ve had to keep him under surveillance.’


‘Oh? I seem to remember sending him an apology.’


‘You did. He’s still resentful.’


‘I wonder why?’


Napier gave a dry cough. ‘He wasn’t planning to be separated from his wife for this length of time.’


‘I’m a self-centred bastard – is that it, Cliff?’


‘Nothing like it.’


‘Don’t give me that – I recognize that Chopin cough you get every time I go off the rails.’ Garamond visualized the shuttle pilot, tried to imagine the man in the context of a family like his own, but found the exercise strangely difficult. ‘Shrapnel knows he’ll only be away for a year. Why doesn’t he try to make the best of it?’


Napier coughed once more. ‘The EVA group are about ready to go.’


‘Your TB is back again, Cliff. What did I say that time?’ Garamond stared hard at his next-in-command.


Napier took a deep breath, altering the slopes of his massive chest and shoulders. ‘You don’t like Shrapnel, and he doesn’t like you, and that amuses me – because you’re both the same type. If you were in his shoes you’d be broody and resentful and looking for an opportunity to twist things back the way you wanted them. He even looks a bit like you, yet you sit there telling everybody he’s weird.’


Garamond gave a smile he did not feel. Napier and he had long ago discarded all remnants of formal relationship, and he felt no resentment at the other man’s words, but he found them disturbing. They had implications he did not want to examine. He selected the EVA group’s intercom frequency and listened to the clamorous, overlapping voices of the men as the buggy was sealed and the dock evacuation procedure began. They were complaining in a good-natured way about the discomfort of the space-suits which they normally donned only twice a year in practice drills, or about the difficulty of carrying instruments and tool kits in gloved hands, but Garamond knew they were genuinely excited. Life on board an S.E.A. vessel consisted of routine outward journeys, brief pauses while it was established by long range instruments that the target suns had no planets or no usable planets, and equally dull returns to base. This was the first occasion in the Bissendorf’s entire span of service on which it had been necessary for men to leave its protective hull and venture into alien space with the object of making physical contact with something outside humanity’s previous experience. It was a big moment for the little exploratory team and Garamond found himself wishing he could take part.


He watched as the outer doors of the dock slid aside to reveal a blackness which was unrelieved by stars. At a distance of two thousand kilometres the sphere not only filled one half of the sky, it was one half of the sky. The observed universe was cut into two hemispheres – one of them glowing with starclouds, the other filled with light-absorbent darkness. There was no sensation of being close to a huge object, rather one of being poised above infinite deeps.


The restraining rings opened and allowed the white-painted buggy to jet out clear of the mother ship. Its boxy, angular outline shrank to invisibility in a few seconds, but its interior and marker lights remained in view for quite a long time as the craft moved ‘downwards’ from the Bissendorf. Garamond stayed at central control while the buggy descended, watching several screens at once as its cameras sent back different types of information. At a height of three hundred metres the buggy’s commander, Kraemer, switched on powerful searchlights and succeeded in creating a greyish patch of illumination on the sphere’s surface.


‘Instruments show zero gravity at surface,’ he reported.


Garamond cut in on the circuit. ‘Do you want to go on down?’


‘Yes, sir. The surface looks metallic from here – I’d like to try a touchdown with magnetic clamps.’


‘Go ahead.’


The indistinct greyness expanded on the screens until the clang of the buggy’s landing gear was heard. ‘It’s no use,’ Kraemer said. ‘We just bounced off.’


‘Are you going to let her float?’


‘No, sir. I’m going to go in again and maintain some drive pressure. That should lock the buggy in place against the surface and give us a fixed point to work from.’


‘Go ahead, Kraemer.’ Garamond looked at Napier and nodded in satisfaction. The two men watched as the buggy was inched into contact with the surface and held there by the thrust of its tubes.


Kraemer’s voice was heard again. ‘Surface seems to have a reasonable index of friction – we aren’t slipping around. I think it’s safe to go out for samples.’


‘Proceed.’


The buggy’s door slid open, spacesuited figures drifted out and formed a small swarm around the splayed-out landing gear. Bracing themselves against the tubular legs, the figures went to work on the vaguely seen surface of the sphere with drills, cutters and chemicals. At the end of thirty minutes, by which time the team operating the valency cutter could have sliced through a house-sized block of chrome steel, nobody had managed even to mark the surface. The result was in accordance with Garamond’s premonitions.


‘This is a new one on me,’ said Harmer, the chemist. ‘We can’t make a spectroscopic analysis because the stuff refuses to burn. At this stage I can’t even say for sure that it’s a metal. We’re just wasting our time down here.’


‘Tell Kraemer to bring them up,’ Garamond said to Napier. ‘Is there any point in firing the main ionizing gun against it?’


‘None at all,’ put in Denise Serra, the Chief Physicist. ‘If a valency cutter at a range of one centimetre achieved nothing there’s no point in hosing energy all over it from this distance.’


Garamond nodded. ‘Okay. Let’s pool our ideas. We’ve acquired a little more information, although most of it is negative, and I’d like to have your thoughts on whether the sphere is a natural object or an artifact.’


‘It’s an artifact,’ Denise Serra said immediately, with characteristic firmness. ‘Its sphericity is perfect and the surface is smooth to limits of below one micron. Nature doesn’t operate that way – at least, not on the astronomical scale.’ She glanced a challenge at Yamoto.


‘I have to agree,’ Yamoto said. ‘I’ve been avoiding the idea, but I can’t conceive of any natural mechanism which would produce that thing out there. However, that doesn’t mean I can see how it was constructed by intelligent beings. It’s just too much.’ He shook his head dispiritedly. The haggardness of his face showed that he had been losing a lot of sleep.


O’Hagan, the Chief Science Officer, who was a stickler for protocol, cleared his throat and spoke for the first time. ‘Our difficulties arise from the fact that the Bissendorf is an exploration vessel and very little more. The correct procedure now would be to send a tachyon signal back to Earth and get a properly equipped expedition out here.’ His severe grey gaze held steadily on Garamond’s face.


‘That’s outside the scope of the present discussion,’ Napier said.


Garamond shook his head. ‘No, it isn’t. Gentlemen, and lady, Mister O’Hagan has put into words something which must have been on all your minds since the beginning of this mission. It can’t have been difficult for you to work out for yourselves that I’m in trouble with Starflight House. In fact, it’s personal trouble with Elizabeth Lindstrom – and I think you all know what that means. I’m not going to give you any more details, simply because I don’t want you to be involved any more than you are at present.


‘Perhaps it is enough to say that this has to be my last voyage as a Starflight commander, and I want this year in full.’


O’Hagan looked pained, but he held his ground doggedly. ‘I’m sure I’m speaking for all the other section heads when I say that we feel the utmost personal loyalty to Captain Garamond, and that our feelings aren’t affected by the circumstances surrounding the start of this voyage. Had it turned out to be a normal, uneventful mission I, for one, wouldn’t have considered questioning its legality – but the fact remains that we have made the most important discovery since Terranova and Sagania, and I feel it should be reported to Earth without delay.’


‘I disagree,’ Napier said coldly. ‘Starflight House didn’t direct the Bissendorf to this point in space. The sphere was discovered because Captain Garamond acted independently to check out a personally-held theory. We’ll hand it over to Starflight, as a bonus they didn’t earn, at the end of the mission’s scheduled span of one year.’


O’Hagan gave a humourless smile. ‘I still feel …’


Napier jumped to his feet. ‘What do you mean when you say you feel, Mister O’Hagan? Don’t you think with your brain like the rest of us? Does the fact that you feel these things turn them into something for which you have no personal responsibility?’


‘That’s enough,’ Garamond said.


‘I just want O’Hagan to stand over his words.’


‘I said …’


‘Gentlemen, I withdraw my remarks,’ O’Hagan interrupted, staring fixedly at his notepad. ‘It wasn’t my intention to divert the discussion away from the main topic. Now, we seem agreed that the sphere is of artificial origin – so what is its purpose?’ He raised his eyes and scanned the assembled officers.


There was a lengthy silence.


‘Defence?’ Denise Serra’s round face mirrored her doubts. ‘Is there a planet inside?’


‘There might be a planet on the far side of the sun which hasn’t shown up much on our gravitic readings.’ Yamoto said. ‘But if we had the technology to produce that sphere, could there be an enemy so powerful that we would have to cower behind a shield?’


‘Supposing it was a case of “Stop the galaxy, I want to get off”? Maybe the builders were pacifists and felt the need to hide. They made a pretty good job of concealing a star.’


‘I hope that isn’t the answer,’ Yamoto said gloomily. ‘If they needed to hide …’


‘This is getting too speculative,’ Garamond put in. ‘The immediate practical question is, does it have an entrance? Can we get inside? Let’s have your thoughts on that.’


Yamoto stroked his wispy beard. ‘If there is an entrance, it ought to be on the equator so that ships could hold their positions over it just by going into a parking orbit the way we did.’


‘So you suggest doing a circuit of the sphere in the equatorial plane?’


‘Yes – in the opposite direction to its rotation. That way we would get the advantage of its seventy thousand kilometres an hour equatorial rotation and cut down on our own G-forces.’


‘That’s decided then,’ Garamond said. ‘We’ll turn around as soon as Kraemer and his team are on board. I hope we’ll recognize an entrance if we find one.’
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Three duty periods later he was asleep beside Aileen when his personal communicator buzzed him into wakefulness.


‘Garamond here,’ he said quietly, trying not to disturb his wife.


‘Sorry to disturb you, Vance,’ Napier said, ‘but I think we’re going to reach an entrance to the sphere in a couple of hours from now.’


‘What?’ Garamond sat upright, aware of deceleration forces. ‘How could you tell?’


‘Well, we can’t be certain, but it’s the most likely explanation for the echoes we’re picking up on the long-range radar.’


‘What sort of echoes?’


‘A lot of them, Vance. There’s a fleet of about three thousand ships in parking orbit, dead ahead of us.’




 


 


 


CHAPTER SIX


The ships were invisible to the naked eye, yet on the detector screens on board the Bissendorf they appeared as a glowing swarm, numerous as stars in a dense cluster. High-resolution radar, aided by other forms of sensory apparatus, revealed them to be of many different sizes and shapes, a vast and variegated armada poised above one point on the enigmatic sphere.


‘You could have told me they weren’t Starflight ships,’ Garamond said, easing himself into his seat in central control, his eyes fixed on the forward screens.


‘Sorry, Vance – it didn’t occur to me.’ Napier handed Garamond a bulb of hot coffee. ‘As soon as I saw the lack of standard formations I knew they couldn’t be Starflight vessels. The silhouettes and estimated masses produced by the computers confirmed it – none of the ships in that bunch can be identified by type.’


Second Officer Gunther gave a quiet laugh. ‘That was a pretty nervy moment up here.’


Garamond smiled in sympathy. ‘I guess it was.’


‘Then we realized we were looking at a collection of hulks.’


‘You’re positive?’


‘There’s no radiation of any kind. Those are dead ships, and they’ve been that way for a long time.’ Napier shook his head. ‘This is turning out to be one hell of a trip, Vance. First there was the sphere itself, and now … We always wondered why no Saganian starships had ever been found.’


One hell of a trip, Garamond repeated to himself, his mind trying to deal with the magnitude of the new discovery and at the same time cope with the shocking and unexpected presence of something akin to hope. He had fled from the Earth as an obscure flickerwing commander, but now had the prospect of returning as the most celebrated explorer since Laker had founded Terranova and Molyneaux had found Sagania. It was bound to make things more difficult for Elizabeth. In practice she was outside the law, but even for the President of Starflight Incorporated there were limits to how far she could go in full view of the mass television audience – and Garamond was going to be a public figure. A rigged trial, with witnesses primed to swear Harald’s death had been the result of wilful action, would destroy Garamond. It would, however, focus the world’s attention on him even more firmly and help deny Elizabeth the personal revenge she had never been known to forgo. If he and his family were to die it would probably have to appear accidental. And even the most carefully planned accidents could be prevented, if not indefinitely, at least for a reasonable length of time. The future still looked dangerous, but its uncompromising blackness had been alleviated to some extent.
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Maintaining its height above the surface of the sphere, the Bissendorf – which had been closing with the immense fleet at a combined speed of almost two hundred thousand kilometres an hour – swung out of the equatorial plane. It described a wide semicircle around the ships and approached them from the opposite direction, carefully matching velocities until it shared approximately the same parking orbit. In the latter stages of the manoeuvre, telescopic observations by Chief Astronomer Yamoto revealed that several of the vessels at the centre of the swarm were shining by reflected light. He deduced that there was a beam of sunlight being emitted from an aperture in the surface of the sphere, and reported to Garamond accordingly. Shortly afterwards the aperture revealed itself in the telescopes as a thin line of faint light which gradually opened to a narrow ellipse as the Bissendorf crept closer.


The big ship’s central command gallery took on a crowded appearance as officers who were not on duty found reasons to stay near the curving array of consoles. They were waiting for the first transmissions from the surveillance torpedo which had been dispatched towards the spaceships illuminated by the column of light escaping from Pengelly’s Star. There was an atmosphere of tension which made everyone on board the Bissendorf aware of how uneventful all their previous wanderings in the galaxy had been.


‘I’m not used to this excitement,’ Napier whispered. ‘Round about this stage on a trip I’m usually tucked away quietly with a bottle of ninety-proof consolation, and I almost think I liked it better that way.’


‘I didn’t,’ Garamond said firmly. ‘This is changing things for all of us.’


‘I know – I was kidding. Have you tried to work out what the prize money ought to be if it turns out that all these ships can still be flown?’


‘No.’ Garamond had finished his third bulb of coffee and was bending over to put it in the disposal chute.


‘Forget it,’ Napier said, with a new note in his voice. ‘Look at that, Vance!’


There was a murmur of shock from the central gallery as Garamond was raising his head to look at the first images coming back from the distant torpedo. They were of a large grey ship which had been ripped open along its length like a gutted fish. Twisted sections of infrastructure were visible inside the wound, like entrails. Lesser scars which had not penetrated the hull criss-crossed the remainder of the great ovoid’s sunlit side.


‘Something really chopped her up.’


‘Not as much as the next one.’


The images were changing rapidly as the surveillance torpedo, unhampered by any considerations of the effects of G-force on human tissue, darted towards a second ship, which proved to be only half a ship. It had been sliced in two, laterally, by some unimaginable weapon, sculpted ripples of metal flowing back from the sheared edges. A small vessel, corresponding in size to a lifeboat, hung in space near the open cross-section, joined to the mother ship by cables.


After the first startled comments a silence fell over the control gallery as the images of destruction were multiplied. An hour passed as the torpedo examined all the ships in the single shaft of sunlight and spiralled outwards into the darkness to scan others by the light of its own flares. It became evident that every vessel in the huge swarm had died violently, cataclysmically. Garamond found that the ships illuminated dimly by the flares were the most hideous – their ruptured hulls, silent, brooding over gashes filled with the black blood of shadow, could have been organic remains, preserved by the chill of space, contorted by ancient agonies.


‘A signal has just come up from telemetry,’ Napier said. ‘There’s a malfunctioning developing in the torpedo’s flare circuits. Do you want another one sent out?’


‘No. I think we’ve seen enough for the present. Have the torpedo come round and take a look through the aperture. I’m sure Mister Yamoto would like some readings on the sun in there.’ Garamond leaned back in his seat and looked at Napier. ‘Has it ever struck you as odd that we, as representatives of a warlike race, don’t carry any armament?’


‘It has never come up – the Lindstroms wouldn’t want their own ships destroyed by each other. Besides, the main ionizing beam would make a pretty effective weapon.’


‘Not in that class.’ Garamond nodded at the viewscreens. ‘We couldn’t even aim it without turning the whole ship.’


‘You think those hulls prove Serra’s theory about the sphere being a defence?’


‘Perhaps.’ Garamond’s voice was thoughtful. ‘We won’t know for sure until we have a look inside the sphere and see if there was anything worth defending.’


‘What makes you think you would see anything?’


‘That.’ Garamond pointed at the screen which had just begun to show the new images being transmitted back from the torpedo. The aperture in the dark surface of the sphere was circular and almost a kilometre in diameter. A yellow Sol-type sun hung within it, perfectly centred by the torpedo’s aiming mechanisms, and the remarkable thing was that the space inside the sphere did not appear black, as the watchers on board the Bissendorf knew it ought to do. It was as blue as the summer skies of Earth.
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Two hours later, and against all the regulations concerning the safety of Starflight commanders, Garamond was at the head of a small expedition which entered the sphere. The buggy was positioned almost on the edge of the aperture, held in place against the surface by the thrust of its tubes. Garamond was able to grip the strut of a landing leg with one hand and slide the other over the edge of the aperture. Its hard rim was only a few centimetres thick. There was a spongy resistance to the passage of his hand, which told of a force field spanning the aperture like a diaphragm, then his gloved fingers gripped something which felt like grass. He pulled himself through to the inside of the sphere and stood up.


And there – on the edge of a circular black lake of stars, suited and armoured to withstand the lethal vacuum of interplanetary space – Garamond had his first look at the green and infinite meadows of Orbitsville.




 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVEN


Garamond’s sense of dislocation was almost complete.


He received an impression of grasslands and low hills running on for ever – and, although his mind was numbed, his thoughts contained an element of immediate acceptance, as if an event for which he had been preparing all his life had finally occurred. Garamond felt as though he had been born again. In that first moment, when his vision was swamped by the brilliance of the impossible landscape, he was able to look at the circular lake of blackness from which he had emerged and see it through alien eyes. The grass – the tall, lush grass grew right to the rim! – shimmered green and it was difficult to accept that there were stars down in that pool. It was impossible to comprehend that were he to lie at its edge and look downwards he would see sunken ships drifting in the black crystal waters …


Something was emerging from the lake. Something white, groping blindly upwards.


Garamond’s identity returned to him abruptly as he recognized the spacesuited figure of Lieutenant Kraemer struggling to an upright position. He moved to help the other man and became aware of yet another ‘impossibility’ – there was gravity sufficient to give him almost his normal Earth weight. Kraemer and he leaned against each other like drunk men, bemused, stunned, helpless because there were blue skies where there should have been only the hostile blackness of space, because they had stepped through the looking glass into a secret garden. The grass moved gently, reminding Garamond of perhaps the greatest miracle of all, of the presence of an atmosphere. He felt an insane but powerful urge to open his helmet, and was fighting it when his tear-blurred eyes focused on the buildings.


They were visible at several points around the rim of the aperture, ancient buildings, low and ruinous. The reason they had not registered immediately with Garamond was that time had robbed them of the appearance of artifacts, clothing the shattered walls with moss and climbing grasses. As he began to orient himself within the new reality, and the images being transmitted from eyes to brain became capable of interpretation, he saw amid the ruins the skeletons of what had once been great machines.


‘Look over there,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’


There was no reply from Kraemer. Garamond glanced at his companion, saw his lips moving silently behind his faceplate and remembered they were still on radio communication. Both men switched to the audio circuits which used small microphones and speakers on the chest panels.


‘The suit radios seem to have packed up,’ Kraemer said casually, then his professional composure cracked. ‘Is it a dream? Is it? Is it a dream?’ His voice was hoarse.


‘If it is, we’re all in it together. What do you think of the ruins over there?’


Kraemer shielded his eyes and studied the buildings, apparently seeing them for the first time. ‘They remind me of fortifications.’


‘Me too.’ Garamond’s mind made an intuitive leap. ‘It wasn’t always possible to stroll in here the way we just did.’


‘All those dead ships?’


‘I’d say a lot of people once tried to come through that opening, and other people tried to keep them out.’


‘But why should they? I mean, if the whole inside of the sphere is like this …’ Kraemer gestured at the sea of grass. ‘Oh, Christ! If it’s all like this there’s as much living room as you’d get on a million Earths.’


‘More,’ Garamond told him. ‘I’ve already done the sums. This sphere has a surface area equivalent to 625,000,000 times the total surface of Earth. If we allow for the fact that only a quarter of the Earth’s surface is land and perhaps only half of that is usable, it means the sphere is equivalent to five billion Earths.


‘That’s one each for every man, woman and child in existence.’


‘Provided one thing.’


‘What’s that?’


‘That we can breathe the air.’


‘We’ll find that out right now.’ Garamond felt a momentary dizziness. When he had been playing around with comparisons of the size of Earth and the sphere he had treated it as a purely mathematical exercise, his mind solely on the figures, but Kraemer had gone ahead of him to think in terms of people actually living on the sphere, arriving at the aperture in fleets sent from crowded and worn-out Earth, spreading outward across those prairies which promised to go on for ever. Trying to accommodate the vision along with his other speculations about the origins and purpose of the sphere brought Garamond an almost-physical pain behind his eyes. And superimposed on all his swirling thoughts, overriding every other consideration, a new concept of his personal status was struggling to be born. If he, Vance Garamond, gave humanity five billion Earths … then he, and not Elizabeth Lindstrom, would be the most important human being alive … then his wife and child would be safe.


‘There’s an analyser kit in the buggy,’ Kraemer said. ‘Shall I go for it?’


‘Of course.’ Garamond was surprised by the lieutenant’s question, then with a flash of insight he understood that it had taken only a few minutes of exposure to the unbounded lebensraunt of the sphere to alter a relationship which was part of the tight, closed society of the Two Worlds. Kraemer was actually reluctant to leave the secret garden by climbing down into the circular black lake, and – as the potential owner of a super-continent – he saw no reason why Garamond should not go instead. So quickly, Garamond thought. We’ll all be changed so quickly.


Aloud he said, ‘While you’re getting the kit you can break the news to the others – they’ll want to see for themselves.’


‘Right.’ Kraemer looked pleased at the idea of being first with the most sensational story of all time. He went to the edge of the aperture, lay down and lowered his head into the blackness, obviously straining to force the helmet through the membrane field which retained the sphere’s atmosphere. After wriggling sideways a little to obtain his grip on the buggy’s leg, Kraemer slid out of sight into the darkness. Garamond again felt a sense of dislocation. The fact that he had weight, that there was a natural-seeming gravity pulling him ‘downwards’ against the grassy soil created an illusion that he was standing on the surface of a planet. His instincts rebelled against the idea that he was standing on a thin shell of unknown metal, that below him was the hard vacuum of space, that the buggy was close underneath his feet, upside down, clinging to the sphere by the force of its drive.


Garamond moved away from the aperture a short distance, shocked by the incongruity of the heavy spacesuit which shut him off from what surely must be his natural element. He knelt for a closer look at the grass. It grew thickly, in mixed varieties which to his inexperienced eye had stems and laminae very similar to those of Earth. He parted the grass, pushed his gloved fingers into the matted roots and scooped up a handful of brown soil. Small crumbs of it clung to the material of his gloves, making moist smears. Garamond looked upwards and for the first time noticed the lacy white streamers of cloud. With the small sun positioned vertically overhead it was difficult to study the sky, but beyond the cloud he thought he could distinguish narrow bands of a lighter blue which created a delicate ribbed effect curving from horizon to horizon. He made a mental note to point it out to Chief Science Officer O’Hagan for early investigation, and returned his attention to the soil. Digging down into it a short distance he came to the ubiquitous grey metal of the shell, its surface unmarked by the damp earth. Garamond placed his hand against the metal and tried to imagine the building of the sphere, to visualize the creation of a seamless globe of metal with a circumference of a billion kilometres.


There could be only one source for such an inconceivable quantity of shell material, and that was in the sun itself. Matter is energy, and energy is matter. Every active star hurls the equivalent of millions of tons a day of its own substance into space in the form of light and other radiations. But in the case of Pengelly’s Star someone had set up a boundary, turned that energy back on itself, manipulating and modifying it, translating it into matter. With precise control over the most elemental forces of the universe they had created an impervious shell of exactly the sort of material they wanted – harder than diamond, immutable, eternal. When the sphere was complete, grown to the required thickness, they had again dipped their hands into the font of energy and wrought fresh miracles, coating the interior surface of the sphere with soil and water and air. Organic acids, even complete cells and seeds, had been constructed in the same way, because at the ultimate level of reality there is no difference between a blade of grass and one of steel…


‘The air is good, sir.’ Kraemer’s voice came from close behind. Garamond stood up, turned and saw the lieutenant had opened his faceplate.
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