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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER ONE


Shadowy Messiah


BY MARCH the situation had become critical for the Children of the Spectrum. The stresses caused by the horrific overcrowding in all the major cities had developed into a mass neurosis, and civilisation on the Jupiter shell was seemingly near collapse. Crime was epidemic, suicides and murders were occurring at an unprecedented rate, and almost any inflammatory or emotive occurrence could trigger a spontaneous riot. Even Mikh, the ‘shadowy messiah’, when addressing a revival meeting of a mere five hundred thousand in the Lipiant Stadium, found himself the unwilling originator of a battle between the faithful and the unconvinced which became a gory bloodbath. For no reason in any way associated with the message of peace and hope which he had brought, the vast bowl of the stadium had become a cauldron of fear and frenzy, in which the members of the congregation had reacted according to the hysterical mode of the times and had fought each other with irrational bitterness and anger.


The blaze of the riot in the stadium, however, had not remained confined to its location. It spread out into the streets and tunnels of the Lipiant mega-conurbation, crossed the shadowy political and social demarcation lines, and sparked a running battle which lasted ten days and in which over three thousand people died. Unwilling to take action against one of the most passivating of the social influences, the civil authorities were nonetheless forced to move. The ‘shadowy messiah’ was forbidden ever again to preach in public, and the Children of the Spectrum were advised to maintain a low profile for fear of catalysing even more serious riots. This was the kiss of death for the Spectral Church, but Mikh was forced to agree. As a humanitarian, his mission to spread the word of the Holy Spectrum could not be reconciled with three thousand deaths laid directly at his door.


‘Humanity,’ he said sadly to Mea afterwards, ‘has gone insane.’


‘You can’t blame yourself, Messiah,’ she said. ‘Human beings were never designed to live so closely together. Everyone needs solitude and a little chance for reflection. But here we live like rats, too many in a cage. All of us are too easily infected by the fears and emotions of those who jostle at our sides.’


‘I fear you’re right, little rainbow Mea. As I understand it, the Solarian universe was designed around an average headcount of ten thousand people to the square mile. Yet Jupiter shell probably has twice this as an average, and major cities such as Lipiant exceed it by many times. But I don’t know the answer to it. Since the emigration program slowed down, we have had far too many people competing for far too little space. Mankind is choking itself to death.’


‘What will you do now, Messiah?’


‘I think that as I can’t minister here any longer, I will do what I always promised myself to do one day – take that one final pilgrimage in search of Heaven.’


‘Into space?’ Mea’s face was darkened by puzzlement.


‘Why not? Our patron, Cadren Shilden, has offered me an exospheric ship, and his daughter Tseina presses me to let her be my pilot.’


‘But nobody really knows what lies out in space.’


‘They tell that our shell of Jupiter is surrounded by an even greater shell called Saturn. If Heaven is located anywhere, it must be there. Shilden reckons his ship could reach it in a year.’


‘But exospheric ships were not designed to go into space, nor can they carry fuel for a year.’


‘They were designed to run so high above the shell that the atmosphere is nearly a vacuum, and space itself is not that different. As for fuel, once the ship reaches a sufficient velocity and escapes from the gravity of the Jupiter shell, the engines can be switched off. The craft will then coast to its destination, reserving a little power for landing.’


‘But such a risk!’


Mikh’s calm and mature face crinkled into a soft, comprehending smile.


‘Far less of a risk than if I should walk into the central square of Lipiant today and attempt to spread the word. So what have I to lose? And even in Heaven I might still find those who will listen to me.’


‘If you are going, Messiah, then I am coming too.’


‘You think you are with child, little rainbow Mea.’


‘What good is it to bear a child in a place where there are already too many people? And my husband would come too.’


‘If you are serious, it could be arranged. With Tseina Shilden, that would make the four of us, which is all the craft could carry, allowing for the necessity to take provisions for at least a year.’


‘Then we may come?’


‘If your husband agrees, you may. But whilst you talk with him, remember this: we merely go in search of Heaven – nothing guarantees that we shall find it.’


The incredible voyage seemed ill-fated from the start. The Osian had been built as an exospheric liner with a nominal range of a million miles, and formerly did service ferrying up to fifty passengers on parts of the three thousand million miles of the Jupiter shell’s equatorial route. It was the oldest of Cadren Shilden’s exospheric fleet, and its engines had become so inefficient over the passing years that even under Tseina Shilden’s skilled hands they used an uncomfortable amount of their total fuel just achieving escape velocity and building up the necessary speed for their space passage. Furthermore, in its conversion from an exospheric craft to a space-going vessel, insufficient experience had been available to set an optimum design for its new role. The hydroponic garden, which occupied all of the former passenger accommodation, and which was intended to provide supplementary food as well as reinforcing the recycled atmosphere, soon became infected with a fungoid blight which reduced its usefulness for both purposes.


Nor had the crew fully reckoned with the psychological effects of prolonged spaceflight. Having been brought up under the bright orbiting luminary proto-stars which lit and nurtured the face of the Jupiter shell, they had imagined that all space itself was bright. When they had risen above the level of the luminary belt, and encountered the utter darkness of Cronus-space, however, the Children of the Spectrum were smitten with a great depression at the thought of the long months ahead completely deprived of the illumination which gave their cause its most obvious expression.


They had discounted even boredom, reckoning that prayer and instruction at the feet of their beloved ‘shadowy messiah’ would be sufficient to fill their time; but after two months of dark and virtually silent flight in an atmosphere becoming increasingly foul and starved of oxygen, even Mikh became bad tempered and morose and given to having hallucinations. The others began to avoid each other’s company lest in a sudden flare of tempers they betrayed their growing lack of faith both in their master and their mission.


Tseina Shilden became the most withdrawn of all. As an exospheric pilot, she alone had known of the near impossibility of making such a trip, and had come solely out of a sense of duty to Mikh and in response to entreaties by her father, who had donated the craft believing he was serving some purpose pre-ordained in Heaven. If Tseina had any hope for their survival it stemmed only from her belief that Mikh could call on miracles; and as she daily monitored the slow fall in the available oxygen level and saw the progress of the blight in the hydroponic garden, she began to know with a dreadful certainty that only a miracle could save them. The next great shell of Solaria was supposed to be that of Saturn, four hundred million miles distant and a years’ flight at their present velocity. Tseina’s oxygen figures told her quite positively that after a mere six months of flight they would all be dead.


After five months of travelling, the others knew the fact as well as Tseina, from the increasing lethargy of their bodies and the increasing frequency of the frightful dreams and visions. Although they attempted to interpret these with religious understanding, they were not fundamentally deceived: they knew they were dying, and that the great pilgrimage to Heaven was woefully ill-conceived.


Yet the miracle happened. The Osian’s long-range radar began to pick up indications of some great space mass where no great mass could conceivably be. From the uniformity of the radar reflections Tseina judged it could be nothing less than one of the great concentric shells of the Solarian universe, but it was impossible that this could be the Saturn shell, which was thought to be at least twice the distance away. Yet here, now becoming clear on the screens and only thirty-two million miles distant, was an object the size of a shell yet so unknown that even the wildest theorists had not predicted its existence.


Despite their tribulations with the atmosphere, their spirits rose immensely, and for the next three weeks they daily gathered before the screen and watched the index markers counting down the miles. But there was still an element of uncertainty. The dark mass they were approaching had no lights, no luminaries, no sign that it was anything other than the inside wall of a bare and hollow ball, devoid of features and devoid of life. Only in one spot could any difference be discerned, and this, at first a pin-prick which grew to become an ‘eye’, was the most marvellous sight they could ever remember seeing. It could be nothing but an aperture leading to one of the legendary ‘cageworlds’ set into the thickness of the shell itself, and the leakage of heat and radiation from the mouth of the aperture told its own glad story – the cageworld had luminaries, and where there were luminaries there were prospects for life.


As they came within scanner range of the inside face of the great shell it became increasingly obvious that it was truly featureless and sterile, and only in the volcano-like outcropping of the aperture leading to the cageworld was there evidence of even a hint of an atmosphere. There was no question of choice about their destination: they had to go through the aperture and land on the cageworld – and hope. Mikh’s prayers that they were coming into Heaven were pious and unnecessary; they were all prepared to settle for something less than celestial perfection if they could make a safe landing and breathe real air again and walk under the rays of a benevolent luminary. The search for Heaven had changed into a search for continued life, and the basic human desire for survival overwhelmed their more spiritual thoughts.


It took all of Tseina’s skills to bring the craft down safely through the aperture to the cageworld’s surface. The cageworld was separated from the shell by an interspace about a thousand miles across, which was racked with great turbulences and pressure differences which seized the Osian and flung it violently out of control. Perilously short of fuel, and fighting the disaster which threatened to rob them of survival at so late a stage, she valiantly brought the craft down into the stratosphere where the turbulence was less, but only at the expense of overheating the hull by the friction of too fast an entry into the denser atmosphere. Indeed, she was fortunate to be able to retain enough of the control surfaces to be able to make the final atmospheric touch-down, and as they landed much of the weakened metal crumbled and became useless. It was certain that the Osian would never rise again.


Fearfully, they sampled the air, and found it thin but deliciously breatheable. Then they looked out of the now crazed and clouded ports, and were smitten with a great and dreadful awe as they saw the alien and barbarously primeval place to which they had so strangely come. And it was here that Mea’s first child was born, and several others later. In fact, with the passing of much time, all human life on this lost world of Cronus was ultimately descended from Mea and her husband and Tseina Shilden and the one they called the shadowy messiah.




CHAPTER TWO


Boxa


ALONGSIDE AJKAVIT University on Mars shell stood the Centre for Solarian Studies, an impressive building of a shape and form which proclaimed the very high regard with which its services were held. Students even from the farside of the Mars shell often travelled four hundred million miles to study there, on journeys which despite the swiftness of exospheric flight could easily take a year to complete. The reason for this degree of dedication was easy to understand: the Centre for Solarian Studies at Ajkavit was absolutely unique.


In the vast foyer, in the centre of a slowly ascending spiral ramp, stood one mighty model depicting all that was known and much that was thought about the structure of the Solarian universe. Centrally in the display a minute but brilliant orb represented the central sun, and this was entirely surrounded by a transparent sphere to indicate the innermost gravitational shell of the universe, the Mercury shell. Concentric about this and growing larger in succession were the shells of Venus, Earth and Mars, which ended the sequence of knowledge and led by means of carefully coloured representation to the areas of speculation – the successively larger spheres of the Asteroid, Jupiter and Saturn shells. Then the presentation grew entirely tentative. Was there a Uranus shell? An even larger one called the Neptune shell? Or even a Pluto shell, the most mind-staggeringly massive of them all? Or was Solaria indeed infinite? Nobody knew, but many were determined to find out, and that was a great part of the reason why the Centre existed, and the fascination for its studies.


If one walked up the ramp and carefully observed the model, there were further details of interest to be seen. Firstly, around the equatorial circumference of the great shells a number of smaller spheres had been inserted completely within the thickness of the material from which the globes were made and communicating with the faces only by a small hole in a projection on each surface. These smaller spheres represented the ‘caged’ worlds which had been established in orbit presumably to facilitate the construction of the shells themselves. Six cageworlds were recorded for the Mercury shell, eleven for Venus, sixteen for the Earth shell, and twenty-four for Mars. For the larger shells the numbers of cageworlds were not detailed, because there was no way anyone born on the Mars shell could know accurately anything about the great shells which lay around them, and the Centre for Solarian Studies was very strict about separating facts from fantasies.


The finest feature of the model, massive though it was, was reserved for those with very good eyesight. This was a system of micron-fine gold wires spreading outwards mainly from the inner shells and passing without deflection through the larger ones. These wires represented the ‘spoke-ways’, the fantastic trans-space system by which Zeus, the mammoth computing complex which had built the Solarian universe, regulated its arrangement and conveyed the excess population of the race of man still growing at a nearly exponential rate. In reality these ‘wires’ were vast, hollow tubular force fields which locked the whole Solarian universe together, and through which thundered tirelessly the spoke-shuttles carrying Zeus’ essential supplies and conveying emigrants ever outwards to where new living space was still being constructed somewhere on the outer shells.


On the particular day in question, Niklas Boxa, a senior tutor at the Centre and one of the men responsible for the design of the Solarian model, had been saying farewell to an important colleague at the adjacent exospheric landing pad, and as he returned via the ascending ramp he chanced to glance at the model from an unusual angle. Because of his intimate knowledge of its design he noticed what he thought to be a discrepancy in the placing of the wires representing the spoke-ways, and paused to review his knowledge of that part of the system. Then shaking his head, he continued on towards his office. In the corridor above he nearly knocked at the door of his professor, then thought better of it, and continued towards the computer room instead.


Twenty minutes later, breathless with running and bearing a sheaf of computer print-outs, he was again at the door of Professor Soo, and the way was already open to him in response to his urgent communicator message.


‘Are you sure?’ asked the professor, trying to calm him.


‘Absolutely. The computer agrees exactly with the model. The spoke we call TC 16 starts here on the Mars shell and is projected out as far as the Saturn shell. But it can’t ever reach the Saturn shell, because if it did it would precisely intersect the ZN 129 spoke – and that’s impossible!’


‘We don’t know it’s impossible, Niklas,’ said Soo thoughtfully. ‘But in our experience it would certainly be unique. What alternative explanations do you have?’


‘I think the TC 16 spoke was never intended to go through to the Saturn shell. I think it stops somewhere between the Jupiter and the Saturn shells.’


‘There’s no point in Zeus building an Exis spoke which doesn’t go anywhere.’ Soo examined the print-outs and diagrams carefully. ‘And I doubt that such a logical entity as Zeus would make so wasteful a mistake.’


‘It needn’t be a mistake if …’


‘If what, Niklas?’


‘If there was – or had been intended to be – another shell between the Jupiter and Saturn shells.’


Professor Soo sat down and looked thoughtful for a moment.


‘We mustn’t jump to conclusions on such slight evidence, but the possibility can’t be ruled out. Perhaps we can get an idea by checking the traffic characteristics of the TC 16 spoke.’


‘I already have,’ said Boxa. ‘And here’s the oddity. Despite the pressures of the emigration traffic on spokes running through or rising from Mars shell, TC 16 alone has no listing as an emigration centre. I doubt if it’s ever seen an emigrant.’


‘Then it could be purely a service spoke.’


‘Rising from Mars shell? All the service spokes rise from the Solarian hub. What is there on the surface of the Mars shell which could make Zeus dedicate a whole Exis spoke to it? Nothing, only emigrants, and the records say it has never been used for emigration.’


Soo leaned back in his chair and regarded his earnest colleague with some admiration.


‘Well, Niklas, you certainly seem to have stumbled on a major mystery, and one well worth the attentions of this Centre. It will take a while to check out, but as you know there’s already an expedition being planned to try and penetrate the Asteroid and Jupiter shells via the cageworld interspaces. It would be a good idea if this could also be put on their itinerary. If there is an unsuspected shell out there, we shall probably have to call it the Boxa shell, because it would be a complete break with all our older notions of cosmology. I’ll take the matter to committee.’


‘Thank you, Professor. But I would like to ask a favour.’


‘Specifically?’


‘The Mars shell end of the TC 16 spoke is located in region 103-20-B, which is pretty unknown territory by anybody’s reckoning. I’d like to arrange a trip to the foot of that spoke, just to see what’s there.’


‘I think funding such a trip would be within our jurisdiction, but I’d have to check it out with the director. Exactly what do you think you might find there, Niklas?’


‘I honestly don’t know. But all the other spokes have become the hubs of multi-mode travel complexes which bring in the emigrants. TC 16 is different. The almanacs record it as terminating an ultra low density population area which doesn’t even have its own exospheric landing pad. And the sight of a deserted and abandoned spoke terminal has to be one of the weirdest scenes of the age.’


Soo fingered his chin. ‘Get your lectures and tutorials rescheduled, Niklas. It may take an hour or so to contact the director, but I think you can take it that you’ll be going.’ He reached for the communicator on his desk and spoke to its questing response. ‘Get me Maq Ancor, override priority. I have a feeling we’re on to something big!’


As the director climbed the winding ramp even those who did not know him were subconsciously arrested by his presence. Maq Ancor moved habitually with the quietness and precision of a cat, a taut, lean creature whose every step suggested a controlled purpose and a reserve of some hideous jungle strength. Nor was this his only association with the wildness of untamed nature. His nickname was the Lion, and this was well bestowed. His strong face was puckered with a thousand tiny lines which, together with the mane of red hair which flared around his neck, gave his aspect a more than fleeting animal quality which few who saw it ever forgot. Once a professional assassin, Ancor was the man who had led the first incredible expedition from the Mars shell through to the centre of Solaria, re-opening man’s knowledge of the structure of the Solarian universe. It was no wonder that he was now a director of the Centre for Solarian Studies: for where further expeditions were planned, he was undoubtedly the best man for the job.


Professor Soo greeted him warmly, and soon Boxa’s printouts and diagrams had been laid across the great table and the proposition explained.


‘Just how feasible is it,’ asked Ancor, ‘that an interim shell between Jupiter-orbit and Saturn-orbit could have been entertained by Zeus?’


‘It’s completely feasible, Maq,’ said Professor Soo. ‘The separation between the Jupiter and the Saturn shells is roughly four hundred million miles. If there was an interim shell planned or inserted it would still have a separation between shells of roughly two hundred million miles, and as you know most of the inner shells have separations substantially less than that.’


‘Which raises the question why, if it was built, does it never seem to have taken any excess population from the Mars shell despite the Exis spoke? And if it was not built, why was the Exis spoke provided? Certainly Zeus is not infallible. We know it made mistakes with the conditions on quite a lot of the cageworlds, so it’s entirely possible that having started the project it decided it could make better use of its resources elsewhere. But it would be fascinating to go out there and have a look.’


‘Assuming there’s something to see when you get there. Two hundred million miles extra on your next expedition is a hell of a long way to go if nothing happens to be there. That’s why we’re trying to figure a way of producing something more definite before we offer it to you as a project proposal. Boxa’s going out to the base of the Exis spoke to see if he can find any extra clues there.’


‘Has he left yet?’


‘I think not, why?’


‘The Shellback’s being re-fitted at Awa-Ce-Land-a’s laboratory, hopefully to increase its space-mode speed to something above a hundred thousand miles per hour, which is the only thing which can make such a long haul tolerable. At a guess, the refit won’t take less than a month, so if Boxa’s going to see the end of that spoke, I’d like to go there with him. It would be extremely interesting to see if Zeus has maintained the installation as though it was prepared to use it sometime, or whether the whole idea has been abandoned. Knowing the pressures for acquiring living space which are building up on Zeus, it would be valuable to have some pointer as to what was ticking in its world-sized inorganic brain-box.’


‘Speaking of Zeus,’ said Soo, ‘we’ve managed to establish online communication with the central cerebral core, and we now have a full print-out of all the major programs which went into the initial formulation of its prime directives. I can only say the prospect of working on them is rather frightening. I don’t know what sort of genius originally conceived them, but the intellect to instruct a machine to build a continuously expanding universe must have been one of the rarest talents of this or any age. I don’t wonder the human race lost track of what Zeus was doing.’


‘Any idea whose was the original guiding mind behind it all?’


‘Yes, and it’s a curious coincidence. His name also appears to have been Boxa.’




CHAPTER THREE


Ghost Terminal


THEIR JOURNEY from Ajkavit to the vicinity of 103-20-B, where the mystery spoke was located, took them thirteen days, mainly of exospheric flight, to a destination point nearly eight million miles away. Whilst this distance seemed immense, it was factually less than one hundredth of the girth of the amazing Mars shell, and a comparatively short hop for a seasoned traveller. They spent most of their time in the observation bays of the several exospheric liners which carried them, watching from an altitude of about five hundred miles, the gradual unfolding of the mind-blowing terrain beneath them. Vast oceans and great mountain ranges came and went, seemingly insignificant against the constant and forbidding brow of the equator, and even the largest of the gigantic shell cities could not be singled-out by the unaided eye.


Region 103-20-B was centred on a modest town of a mere sixty million inhabitants, called Estabal, which nestled between a broad fertile belt to the east, and a ridge of broken foothills to the west. It was the point nearest to the TC 16 spoke which had exospheric landing pads, and thus was their only possible option as a landing point. From here on they were forced to hire an atmospheric flier and make infuriatingly slow progress across the hilly range for a further two days before the base terminal of the spoke itself came into view. On their approach to Estabal they had already passed the spoke from the air and seen it standing like a great golden spear hurled at the startled earth, but these impressions could not compare with the daunting sensations they received as the flier landed and they made an approach on foot to the base of the golden tower that they knew reached all of three hundred-and-forty million miles to the Jupiter shell and probably then went somewhere unstated beyond.


Despite the apparent solidity of the great golden shaft, which perspective drew to a fine invisibility in the high skies above them, its actual material content was low, being apparent only through the violent orbital motions of a mere handful of atoms trapped in the impenetrable tubular pi-inversion Exis field which constituted the actual spoke. Its function was basically to act as a guidepath for the spoke shuttle-craft, which were little more than automatic and self-contained space-craft which Zeus operated within the spokes, mainly for the continuous redistribution of the excess population by enforced emigration.


At the foot of TC 16, however, there were no emigrants wending their sad way to the frightening maw of the loading bays. Nor, indeed, had the usually, inevitable town been established around it, with the multi-mode travel facilities needed to bring the emigrants in for transportation through the spokes. At the foot of the TC 16 spoke there were no people and no habitation at all, not even a single house for many miles. The base of the installation sat on the top of a slight and single hill, surrounded only by unwilling shrubs, and there was little sign that anyone had ever visited the place, even out of curiosity. And on a solitary tree a bird was singing plaintively, undisturbed by their coming.


As Ancor and Boxa walked up the final slope they were both seized by a sense of the complete unreality of the scene. Here were all the standard features of a major shuttle terminal, the full facilities for the handling of many thousands of emigrants each day, complete with the shuttles, the loading loops, the great turntables which imparted the pre-flight spin to the shuttles, and the awesome spiral tracks which led the spinning craft through to that dreaded insertion into the end of the spoke itself. Yet the complete absence of people gave the atmosphere a haunted quality, as if the whole place was populated by ghosts, and both Maq and Niklas had to admit that walking amongst these ‘dead’ installations was one of the strangest experiences of their lives.


Ancor was frowning as he checked the state of the maintenance of the installation. Although it could well have been several centuries since the equipment had been built by Zeus, the devices of the automatic maintenance of the mechanisms had obviously kept functioning, and although some rust was apparent on non-functional surfaces, the awesome mechanics of the feed loops and the insertion spiral glistened with a sheen of oil which suggested that even if the installation was not fully functional it could be returned to use within a relatively short space of time.


Returned to use? Ancor tried to concentrate on what had brought that phrase to mind. Subconsciously he felt he had known that the place had once been used, but now he attempted to verify the fact, the point eluded him. Shrubs had long grown around the periphery, and leaves and windblown detritus had penetrated the entrances to the broad concourse and piled up in stair-wells, and there were no positive signs of human passage. Birds had nested – how many years before? – under the rims of the gigantic turntables, and the straw and abandoned nests still clung in the overhang. Some small animals, perhaps the size of foxes, had once established a brief lair under the towering bulk of the slide which raised the shuttles vertically ready for the pre-insertion spin, but these had long since departed, and gave him no useful clues.


Then as Ancor penetrated more deeply under the giant tracks of the insertion spiral he found again what he had noticed only subconsciously before. When a shuttle had been inserted in the end of the spoke, its engines would be fired. Here, on the hardened part of the floor, he could plainly see the glazed area where the violent jet-flux had burned down from at least one departing shuttle. This was positive evidence that the spoke had once been in use, though what might have been the fate of those in the shuttle his mind could not even attempt to guess.


Even though he knew the installation was now dead, it took him all his courage to walk below the centre of the rising Exis tube and look up it. He found it a very curious sensation, knowing that the mighty tube spanned whole segments of the Solarian universe and ended where? In an enigma? In a mathematical uncertainty in the computer at the Centre for Solarian Studies? In empty space? Or did it end at a shell, far greater than even the mighty shell of Mars, which Zeus had forgotten or abandoned? The effect of peering up into the awesome tube was dizzying, and he was seized by the completely irrational feeling that it was trying to draw him up. He shook himself out of the mood and went back to where Niklas Boxa was examining the shuttles, trying to estimate their age by the rate of the natural degradation of the materials from which they were made.


These were typical shuttles of a small but standard pattern, virtually plain cylinders designed to accommodate about one hundred and fifty emigrants, and containing only the very basic facilities needed for a flight – deep foam biscuits around the cylindrical hull to serve as beds and couches, an inbuilt supply of water and pre-packaged foods, and a safety web of netted rope to protect the occupants during the awkward period from horizontal loading to being raised vertically and manoeuvred into the pre-flight spin. There were no viewports and no hatches save for the single loading hatch, and all the drive and control mechanisms were sealed behind cast bulkheads to prevent possible interference during flight. Of all the things they examined, only the safety web material seemed appreciably affected by age, having lost the major part of its tensile strength, and they cut away a portion of this to take back to Ajkavit for analysis, to see if they could measure the rate of its decay.


Whilst Boxa continued to forage for similar materials, Ancor climbed to the high catwalk to find the control section of the installation. Entering the tiny cabin he was surprised to find it warm and vibrant, and this was the first indication he had received that the automatic equipment was in fact ‘live’ although inactive. The assembled panels told him nothing, the schematics of such a complex operation being beyond his current understanding, but he was interested to note that the automatic monitors were not in a steady state, but played with occasional coloured signals and transients with a continued electronic awareness which might have been maintained for many centuries.
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