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    Introduction




    People all over the world celebrated the millennium, the year 2000 with much joy, delight, and enthusiasm as for what the 21st century might bring them. Technology had advanced beyond all inventors’ dreams during the previous one-hundred years, and many scientists wondered about where things would go, or lead to.




    After the fireworks and parties had fizzled out though, the main world issue was global warming. Some people took the attitude that it wasn’t going to get too serious during their lifetime, so why should they change their lifestyle, or even worry about the subject. Others, on the other hand, became fanatical about it and protested with huge demonstrations in their capital cities for their governments to ‘clean up their act’.




    Some scientists said that there wasn’t a lot actually happening to the world to suggest that it was definitely getting hotter. They also stated that in the past, the globe’s temperature had regularly altered a few degrees either side of the norm. Others argued that the polar ice caps were melting and they believed that the impact from that would be devastating, with a rise in the sea level of over two meters which would result in many countries and capital cities disappearing under the waves.




    For centuries there have been many natural catastrophes, with droughts in Africa, yearly flooding on the Ganges River basin, many volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes as well, so were the climates of many countries actually changing?




    On December the 26th in 2004 a massive earthquake under the Pacific Ocean caused a huge tsunami which hit Southern Thailand and its neighbouring countries. Was it due to climatic changes or simply the fact that the Earths crust was still cooling down.




    Again in 2011 another quake under the Pacific caused a tsunami to hit Japan. Thailand’s monsoon season that year was so intense that it caused the worst floods in Thailand’s history.




    For the next seventy-three years the world’s climate continued to change. Many feature films were produced on the topic of ‘the end of the world’. Were they just movies or someone’s prediction for what was actually going to happen?




    Along the Equator the summer temperature soared to over fifty-degrees Celsius. Sea levels had risen by over three meters. The coast lines around the world were receding on a yearly basis, and Manchester England recorded the lowest ever winter temperature of minus thirty-five degrees. This was caused by cold water from the melting north-pole pushing the warm waters of the Gulf Stream further south. Our planet Earth was slowly becoming an uninhabitable place for the human race. A war broke out between China and Russia over food and oil supplies because neither of them was prepared help each other.




    A Japanese scientist and astronomer Dr. Hoshinoto stunned the world’s press when he published his findings, which proved the Sun was actually turning into a Super-Nova, and that, in-fact was the real cause for the world’s climate to change and not a hole in the ozone layer, as previously believed to be caused by pollution and the burning of fossil fuel.


  




  

    Chapter One: The first world’s conference.




    All of the world’s leaders from every country were invited to attend a conference in Geneva Switzerland, to discuss Dr. Hoshinoto’s findings. Europe’s President chaired the meeting, he started with,




    “The entire world is in danger of complete destruction. French, German and British engineers have started the construction of a city under the waves of the English Channel for them to escape from the extreme weather conditions, and I now fear that their combined efforts will in the end become a waste of time, money and resources, however can I firstly call upon the leaders of China and Russia to come to an agreement and stop this unnecessary war between them. Gentlemen…,” he paused, “Now is the time for the world to work together in peace and on one goal and directive, and that is to find another planet somewhere out there in space for the human race to continue its survival. British and American scientists have confirmed Doctor Hoshinoto’s research and findings. Please welcome him to this conference, Doctor, if you please.”




    “Thank you Mister President. Our Sun has been consuming itself for millions of years, and now, because of that, its mass has been reduced. This causes the Sun’s gravity to decline and the Sun has now started to expand, which is the first stages of a Super-nova. As it expands the Sun’s heat emissions increase. We have been for years blaming a hole in the ozone layer for global warming; however I now do not think that to be the case. I believe that the world’s temperature will continue to increase by about two-degrees Celsius per year from now on, and we are powerless to prevent that from happening.”




    The room fell into silence as the doctor’s words were translated through the leader’s earphones. The president thanked Dr. Hoshinoto, and said,




    “These are the facts…, proven facts, and not some crackpot scientist’s dreams. It is my belief that we need to delegate the world’s leading scientists to get their heads together. America, China and Russia have built huge space stations, and the British have put a microwave telescope on the surface of Mars. I’m an old man Gentlemen…, but tonight we have to think about the future for our children. Think about this, if you please…, money, gold and diamonds are not going to be of any use to you when the surface of this planet starts to boil in twenty years time or so. The world’s banks must open their vaults and finance this venture without any delay. I shall adjourn this meeting until nine o’clock tomorrow morning to give you the time to think about my proposal. Thank you very much, gentlemen.”




    “Well, Robert,” (The President of the United States of America), said Harvey the American Military delegate as they walked out of the conference hall,




    “I think we need to call a meeting with the British, because their crackpot scientist’s always seem to come up with a lot of ridiculous ideas that actually work.”




    “Ha-ha Harvey,” the American President laughed, “you’re always straight to the point. Let’s invite them to lunch and talk to them, shall we?”




    “Do the Brits have lunch, Robert…, I thought they only ate dinner?”




    “I’m not sure about that,” he said, “but I’ll invite them anyway.”




    After the conference most of the delegates went to their hotel rooms to freshen up and ponder over what they had listened to. George had just come out of his bathroom when the phone rang.




    “George?” a voice asked.




    “Yes, Prime minister,” he answered.




    George was the head of the United Kingdom’s Space Research Center as well as the commander in chief of the Royal Air-Force.




    “The American’s have invited us to join them for lunch,” the prime minister told him.




    “Really, where’s the venue?” he asked surprised.




    “The Lakeside Restaurant is where they have suggested.”




    “What time do they want us to be there?” George asked.




    “They’ve mentioned around two o’clock.”




    “Hmm…,” George paused for thought, and then he commented, “We need Stephen here, don’t we?”




    “Yes…, I was actually thinking along the same lines. Do you know where he is right now?”




    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.”




    “I’ll give him a call then, shall I?”




    “Well…, if you don’t mind doing that, instead of me, Sir…, because he never seems to answer his phone when I want to talk to him.”




    “I don’t actually think that Stephen not answering his phone would have been intentional at the time, to be truthful, George. He’s always in the middle of an experiment of some sort. He’s a very busy man, you know. I’ll give him a call and let you know how I get on.”




    “Okay, Sir, good luck then, and I’ll get dressed and come to your room straight away.”




    The prime minister took out his cell-phone and he called Stephen.




    “Hello,” Stephen answered.




    “Good morning Stephen, it’s John speaking.”




    “John,” Stephen asked, “John who?”




    “The British Prime Minister that is whom I am.”




    “Oh…, I am sorry Sir, because I honestly didn’t recognize your voice.”




    “Isn’t your video working?”




    “Sorry again Sir, this is an old phone and it doesn’t have that function.”




    “Well…, never mind that, Stephen because it doesn’t matter at all. Tell me please, if you would, what are you working on at the present?”




    “A new drive system, Sir…, that converts space dust into propulsion energy.”




    “Hmm…, that’s very interesting. Where are you, by the way?”




    “I’m in a hanger at RAF Stratton.”




    “Good. I’d like you to join us for luncheon, if you don’t mind?”




    “Well…, I’m very busy at the moment, Sir.”




    “I don’t care Stephen, because it is a matter of great urgency that we have a small meeting and I insist that you are present.”




    “Where are we going to eat?” Stephen asked.




    “In a restaurant at the side of the lake Geneva in Switzerland, ask the wing commander to give me a call straight away, will you…, please?”




    “Yes…,” Stephen answered quite surprised, “yes of course.”




    *****




    “Hello Sir, Wing Commander Johnson speaking.”




    “I need you to fly Stephen straight away to Geneva for an urgent meeting to be held at fourteen-hundred hours this afternoon. I’m sure you can do that?”




    “I’ll have to get clearance for a military flight though, Sir.”




    “Don’t worry about that as I shall see to it. Just get him here Commander. Use one of those new fighters that cost me sixty-five million pounds.”




    “I’ll have to get approval from flight headquarters to take one of those birds for a spin…, Sir.”




    “Wing Commander Johnson, listen to me will you, who am I?”




    “You’re the present British Prime minister, Sir.”




    “Yes, that’s right, and I have George, your commander in chief, sitting next to me. Stop wasting valuable time talking to me about red tape and procedure, and get into an aircraft.”




    “Yes, of course Sir…, and without any delay.”




    John switched off his phone. He turned to George and said,




    “Really George, there’s no sense of adventure in our boys today. Organize his flight clearance, will you.”




    “Ha-ha,” he laughed, “I already have John.”




    *****




    “Mister President,” John says while greeting him with a handshake.




    “Good afternoon John. It’s nice to see you again. I think we can drop the formalities, can’t we?” Please sit down. This is Harvey, and he is one of our top boys at NASA and also second in command of our Air-Force.”




    “Alright Robert, it’s nice to see you again. Harvey though, I think we have possibly met before at some point. This is George, and he is in a similar position except he is the head of the RAF. I’m having one of our best scientists flown out here as we speak. He has come up with some crazy ideas over the years, however they have always worked, for instance the Mar’s Telescope.”




    “Do you mean Doctor Stephen Richards?”




    “Yes, the RAF are flying him in, however I don’t know exactly what time he will arrive, and I’d prefer to wait until he gets here before opening this meeting… Shall we dine?”




    *****




    “Sorry I’m late Gentlemen. I was delayed at the airport... I stupidly forgot my passport,” Stephen explained.




    “Never mind about that, Stephen,” John told him smiling, “Have a seat.”




    “Nice to meet you at last Doctor…” said Harvey, but Stephen interrupted him,




    “Please… I hate that title. Stephen is okay, thanks.”




    “Ha-ha…, why is that Stephen?” George asked.




    “Well…” he sighed, “People automatically think that I am a medical doctor, and they start telling me about their aches and pains expecting me to give them some sort of on the spot diagnosis. I think that there should be another name for PHD graduates, quite honestly.”




    “Are you hungry or can we get started?” John asked bluntly.




    “I can eat as well as listen to why you’ve flown me out here so urgently, but I must say George, those newly designed Tornado Fighter Jets are an impressive piece of equipment. I left my stomach half way across the English Channel.”




    George only smiled in response. Robert passed Stephen a file.




    “Have you read this report?” he asked.




    “Ah…, yes… Doctor Hoshinoto. I looked at it briefly last week.”




    “And what do you think, Stephen?” John asked.




    “It’s very well written.”




    “That’s not what I meant, and you know it wasn’t. You scientists never like to discuss or comment on each others work. What do you think of the content of the file?”




    “I think,” he paused, “in twenty-five years or so from now, approximately ninety percent of the world’s population will be dead. It won’t be humanly possible to dispose of the bodies in a safe manner, and so probably disease will kill off the rest. Possibly small groups of people may be able to survive for a further ten years at the north and south poles. Which ever way we look at it, the human race and all living things on Earth are staring extinction in the face. There’s no alternative for us, we have to leave this planet.”




    “Do you really think that’s possible?” George asked.




    “In what sense, I don’t understand your question. Are you asking me if I think that there is another planet somewhere out there in amongst the thousands of stars that we can see on a clear night, or can we build spaceships big enough and fast enough to get there?”




    “Well,” Harvey hesitated, “I guess I’d like your views on both of those issues.”




    “In my opinion, of course there’s another planet out there that we can migrate to. The problem is finding it. We have the technology to build transport ships, but they wouldn’t be able to exit our atmosphere. They will have to be pre-fabricated on Earth and assembled in outer orbit on a space station. All the three space stations that already exist will have to be docked together and a huge hanger erected above them. The biggest problem with that, unfortunately, is the absence of gravity. I have been working on a gravity machine for many years now. The first problem that we need to overcome though is that Russia and China have been at loggerheads for the last three years, and we need them to work together.”




    “Diplomats are trying right now to resolve that issue. The subject was raised this morning during the conference,” John explained.




    “Good, thanks for telling me that, John,” Stephen poured himself a glass of water, and continued, “I think my gravity machine will work, actually, I’m confident that it will and so we can ignore that issue. We do not have a drive system that can propel a spaceship the size of a football stadium through space faster than the speed of light, and that,” he hesitated, “is our stumbling block.”




    John smiled and asked,




    “Just what are you working on at the moment, Stephen?”




    Stephen scratched his head and frowned, he then said,




    “It’s not proven yet.”




    “What isn’t proven yet?” asked Harvey.




    “My proton drive and it’s in its early stages of design and construction”




    “Well…, would you mind telling us the theory behind it?”




    Stephen took in a deep breath and swallowed hard. His inventions were always a closely guarded secret. If he had an idea that didn’t work then, never mind that’s science, because he was the only person who knew that he had failed. His proton drive was so far fetched that even his best friends didn’t know anything about it. George had previously had inklings about it because, he had sanctioned RAF money for the project, and of course he had told John that very morning. All be it due to a slip of his tongue. He drank some water and then told them,




    “A drive system that doesn’t have any rotating parts or the requirement for a spaceship to carry large quantities of bulky fuel, and one that isn’t driven by nuclear fusion either.”




    “Have you studied politics by the way Doctor Stephen Richards?” Harvey impolitely asked.




    “No, I haven’t. Why do you ask?”




    “Well…, that’s because, you have cleverly answered the question without telling us anything about your drive system, what so ever.”




    “That’s because you won’t believe me, if I told you, and until I have completed my experiments, I would prefer not to say anymore about it.”




    “I’m sorry Stephen, but you are going to have to tell us in more detail. Tomorrow we have to present a strong plan to the world’s leaders. No-one’s on an ego trip here, and you shouldn’t worry about what people might think, or that your ideas are going to be stolen or copied,” Robert told him with a stern voice.




    “Alright Robert,” he said, “You know that the sun doesn’t have an atmosphere?”




    “I didn’t, but never mind.”




    “There’s no oxygen either.”




    “Okay.”




    “So, how does it burn?” Stephen asked.




    “I’ve no idea, and can I ask what this has got to do with your drive system?”




    “Everything,” Stephen answered, “When we split the atom, what do we get?”




    “An Atomic bomb,” George answered.




    “No,” Stephen started to get excited, “We get a tremendous release of energy, and that is what I’m doing with protons.”




    “So your drive splits the proton?” Harvey continued the questioning.




    “In a fashion…, I suppose yes.”




    “And where do these protons come from?”




    “Space dust…, John.”




    No-one spoke for several minutes. Robert looked Stephen straight in the eyes and asked,




    “You want me to stand up in front of the world’s press and tell them that British scientists are working on a drive system that’s fueled by space dust?”




    “You did insist that I told you, and I said that you wouldn’t believe my theory in the first place.”




    “So then Stephen, convince me,” John asked.




    “You have heard about sun flares, I suppose?” Stephen continued to explain.




    “Yes, of course I have.”




    “And how many stars can you see in the night sky?”




    “Impossible to count, I’d say.” John shrugged his shoulders.




    “Exactly, and that’s only the sector of space that you can see, and every star is a sun, some bigger and some smaller than ours, but they all fire flares out sending billions of tons of unburned sun fuel into space, and it becomes space dust. This isn’t ordinary household dust, it has a tremendous mass. If you filled a matchbox with it then it would weigh approximately ten kilograms. Pass just that small amount through a high-frequency electromagnetic field, and I estimate that it would produce about fifteen-thousand pounds of thrust per square inch, and for a duration of five minutes. My biggest problem is that I don’t know how many dust particles exist in a cubic meter of space. I have already sketched out plans for a spaceship…, anyway it’s only my theory.”




    “Have you built a prototype Stephen?” Robert asked whilst he nervously played with his ballpoint pen.




    “Yes, but it’s only small. I haven’t got a lot of space dust to experiment with. When we put the telescope on Mars we were able to collect some dust then.”




    “Hmm… I’m not a scientist, but I can see the logic behind your thinking, and it’s a very interesting theory. I shall have to spend some time now and chew over how I’m going to present that to the conference in the morning. Thank you Stephen.”




    “You’re welcome Robert. Can I eat now, because I’m starving?”




    Robert and Harvey left the restaurant. Outside Robert asked,




    “I don’t know to tell you the truth…, a proton drive that runs on space dust is difficult to imagine. I didn’t know that the Brits had perfected a gravity machine either. We’ve been trying to do that for a decade. Stephen is a genius in his own right…, and maybe this idea of his is so incredibly ‘crack-pot’ that it just might work.”




    “I hope that it does Harvey or else I shall be the laughing stock of the world.”




    In the restaurant George continued to question Stephen, he asked,




    “While you’re eating can you tell me more about your plans for a ship?”




    “Yes, of course, but I don’t think that our American friends were too impressed with my proton drive theory, however, I’m convinced that it will work or else I wouldn’t have said anything. We will need to get a ship flying at about mk5 or 6 for the drive to be effective, so I suggest that two rocket motors will do that. Two large, and I mean large, funnels mounted on the top and underneath of the ship to collect the dust. Solar panels can be mounted on the outside of the funnels for the ship’s electricity supply. I’m basing my dimensions on a cargo of twenty-thousand passengers and one-thousand tons of equipment and supplies. To reach another solar system we have to be able to fly a lot faster than the speed of light, about two-million miles per hour. It could take the drive more than two days to achieve that, but to be honest, I don’t know if the drive will be able to do that. Like I said…, it’s only, as yet, a theory and we won’t know if it works until we try.”




    “How quickly can you draw up working drawings to give to our engineers?”




    “I have done that already, John,” Stephen smiled, “This is a dream come true for me, I just wish that it was under different circumstances.”




    *****




    The European President reopened the conference the following morning dead on the hour of nine o’clock. He started with,




    “Good morning, and I apologize for not mentioning the ladies present amongst you yesterday, so good morning ladies and gentlemen,” he paused, “Is their anyone who wishes to speak first on the subject of an exodus from this planet?”




    There were some mutterings amongst the delegates, but no-one offered a suggestion. Robert didn’t want to start the proceedings, but seeing that nothing was being said after twenty minutes he stood up.




    “Yesterday I had a meeting with one of the world’s leading scientists Doctor Stephen Richards. Many of the suggestions that he told me made a lot of sense to me. The first thing that we need to do is build an assembly plant in orbit. I suggest that we start by docking our three space stations together.”




    The Chinese and Russian delegates didn’t like that and they protested. Robert ignored their remarks and he continued,




    “We have a few shuttle craft, but they aren’t big enough for this venture. We have to design huge ones that can transport pre-fabricated parts for assembly in a hanger above the docked stations. I don’t want to appear to be taking over the organization of this project, and I feel that the world’s nations must participate in any way that they can. For instance the Japanese are the best electronics experts, and I would like them to design and manufacture everything that is required in that field of technology, working closely with Taiwan and South Korea. At this point though,” he hesitated, “I would like to invite the British Prime Minister for his thoughts.”




    “Thank you Robert, we already have outline plans for a cargo spaceship that can transport eight-thousand people and one-hundred tons of equipment. Can I call upon the world’s aerospace manufacturers to assist with the manufacture of an initial twelve ships?”




    “Only twelve?” a delegate asked.




    “For the first wave, yes…, ships can continue to be built until the end of the world. The nearest solar system, I’m told, is seven light years away from us. I believe that Doctor Stephen Richards has the answer for a drive system that can propel a ship of that size through space at a speed faster than the speed of light. I’m asking this conference to grant Doctor Richards the authority to be the chief design engineer with this project. His ideas, at first, might appear to be a bit cranky; however…, they have always worked in the past. The telescope on Mars proves unquestionably about his ability and knowledge. I would also like to echo the chairman’s words yesterday, and personally call upon Russia and China to end their dispute. We need your space stations.”




    John sat down and some of the delegates applauded his proposal.




    “Thank you both for your input,” said the chairman, “If there isn’t anything else to be said or discussed then I shall call an end to this conference. I propose that America, Briton and Europe oversee this project. I would like your votes by five o’clock tomorrow afternoon, Swiss time. Thank you.”




    Afterwards John, George and Stephen had a meeting, John said alarmingly,




    “Stephen, I have just put my reputation on the line over this, and that was something that the President of the United States of America wasn’t prepared to do with regards to your proton drive. I would like you to answer truthfully two questions…. Firstly why didn’t you discover that the sun was becoming a super nova, after all the government funding that you have had, and secondly…, will your proton drive actually work.”




    Stephen was taken aback by the Prime Minister’s sudden attack, he said quietly,




    “Didn’t you read the memo that I sent you just after you got into office?”




    “What memo?” he asked.




    “Obviously you didn’t, and if you can find it, then I think that you owe me an apology for that remark. The planets are actually moving away from our sun, which confirms the ‘big bang’ theory, but only slightly. We noticed that, for some reason they had stopped doing that five years ago, but that wasn’t the case, because it was that the sun’s diameter that was definitely increasing. The memo that I sent to you stated that the diameter of the sun had grown by over five-thousand miles in only six months. I suggested at that time that the sun was changing into a super nova. You…, my Prime Minister never replied to it, and now I know why.”




    “Really?” he said with an unbelieving tone.




    Stephen was a mild tempered man until his credibility was questioned. In his defense, he said,




    “Yes, and I can prove it as well, because I sent it to you via registered mail, and my solicitor also has a copy of the document. Scientists only make some money when they discover something or invent. I didn’t want to publish my findings until I had government approval to do so. I can not give you a definite guarantee that my drive will do what I think it will do. This is unproven science, and I don’t know what the result is going to be.”




    A somewhat red faced prime minister ended their meeting. When he returned to his office in Downing Street in London he asked his secretary to find Stephen’s unread memo. She did so; he read it and sent an apologetic letter to Stephen’s house, it read,




    Dear Stephen,




    After returning to my office I located your memo. Please be ensured that all your research will be funded. I have also noticed that this government does not pay you any salary, and so can I offer you 200,000 pounds per annum back dated by three years.




    Kind regards,




    John.




    For some unknown reason, the letter never reached Stephen’s letter box and he never received the money!




    *****


  




  

    Chapter Two: Construction begins.




    Once back in England Stephen returned to his work in the aircraft hanger, where he slept night after night in a sleeping bag. He hardly ever ate and worked relentlessly for eighteen hours a day. Firstly he sat at his computer and altered the design of his spaceship. He thought,




    “We have to accommodate more people.” And so he added another floor level increasing the capacity to nine- thousand passengers.




    “I only wish that I knew how much space dust was out there. Perhaps I’d better increase the overall size of the funnels as well, just to be on the safe side.”




    He was altering the dimensions when his phone rang.




    “I should have switched that damn thing off,” he protested, but he picked it up and answered the incoming call,




    “Hello,” he said.




    “Hello Stephen, George here. The delegates have voted, and your ship’s got the green light. When can you send your plans to engineering?’




    “I’m just making some minor changes, actually George. Will tomorrow be alright?”




    “Yes, brilliant. I’ll arrange a meeting with Europe’s engineers for the day after that, and I hope that you will also be able to attend. It’s to be in Paris, by the way Russia and China have buried the hatchet. Arrangements are being made to dock their space stations as we speak.”




    “That’s good news George and quick too. I must say, that I thought their differences would go on for some time to come. George…, I think that the Americans and Japanese should also attend our meeting…. Can I have a hanger at Woodford to build my drive, please?”




    “Yes to both of those requests, and I shall see to it. Have a good day.”




    “Thanks, bye for now.”




    Stephen finished his alterations and then he picked up his laptop computer and he drove to his house to do some more experiments in his laboratory. When he arrived home that cold November’s afternoon he felt very tired, and so he made himself a cup of coffee. He went outside and he sat down on a chair besides the river that flowed past his house and through his garden. It was, so to speak, his thinking seat.




    He had, for his own reasons, never married or had any long term relationships. Not long after he graduated from university his parents were both killed in a car crash. He was their only child, and he inherited their large farm in the heart of the Yorkshire countryside. Farming wasn’t for him though, and so he sold the farm for a considerable amount of money, which made him a very rich young man. He continued his studies obtaining a master’s degree at Liverpool University and then he followed that with a PHD at Manchester UMIST. The world’s first major radio telescope was built by the British Navy just after the end of the Second World War. It was constructed from parts that were taken off decommissioned war ships, and for the first time man was able to gaze at distant solar systems. Many years later it was given to Manchester University, and so it was there that Stephen’s life became obsessed with observing ‘outer space’.




    The Lovell Telescope, as it was named after its inventor towered above the countryside in Cheshire. To be close to it, Stephen purchased a stone built barn and an acre of land. He renovated the barn himself into a nice quiet home, and also had a small laboratory erected by the side of his house. With the large some of money in his bank account it wasn’t necessary for him to earn a living, and so he became an eccentric inventor.




    He took a sip of his coffee and thought,




    “I’ve dreamed and dreamed about designing a real spaceship, and now I can’t believe that the entire world is relying on me to do just that. Can we really travel through space faster than the speed of light? I do hope so.”




    It was just after four o’clock and the sun was descending behind the distant hills. He could already see many stars twinkling away in the clear dusk sky. While he looked at them he said,




    “Some of those distant suns are more than twenty light years away. If we can pull this off then in which direction should we travel? I wonder if the Mars telescope can give me a clue, because I’m certain that someone’s going to ask me that question, and very soon. I think that I’ll pay a visit to the research center first thing in the morning.”




    He went to sleep that night dreaming about space travel…, as usual.




    *****




    “Good morning Stephen, what brings you to the center so early in the morning?”




    “Hi Sue, I’d like to call a meeting as soon as possible. Is everyone here?”




    “Everyone?” she questioned.




    “Yes, without exception.”




    “Oh! This must be important. There’s a lot of gossip on the grape vine at the moment. Are you really designing a revolutionary drive system?”




    “I’ll tell you all about that later. Can we get everyone together now please?”




    “Yes…, sorry…, coffee?”




    “Love one,” he answered with a smile.




    There were only seven personnel at the center. Most of them were young women whom had graduated from university only a couple of years ago. It wasn’t a highly paid job but a good stepping stone of experience towards a PHD.




    “Okay everyone,” he started his meeting, “What have we learnt so far from the Mars telescope?”




    “We have a lot of data however we are still trying to understand what it means.”




    “Are you all working on the same project?”




    “No, Stephen. We only have one telescope, so we have divided scope time equally between us,” Sue told him.




    “Hmm… I would like you all to work together as one team from today, and try to find a solar system with a planet that might be able to support life. I want three possible choices. I know that I’m asking a lot from you.”




    “How much time do we have?” Sue asked excitedly.




    “Three months. I’m asking you to work long hours on this, because it’s very important. I shall raise extra funding for your time,” he paused before telling them, “You know I spent years trying to raise the money from European Governments to pay for the Mar’s Telescope, and now the time has come, bringing the reasons with it for why I wanted to put it on that planet. We have to find another place to live and only you and that telescope can do that, please try?”




    “I’ve heard that you’re building a spaceship, is it true?”




    “Yes, Gail. Would you like to come with me?”




    “Really… Gosh… Of course…, where would we be flying to?”




    “Ha-ha,” Stephen laughed, “That’s what I want you to tell me.”




    “Just a minute,” Gail stood up and expressed, “That puts a lot of pressure on our research Stephen. What if we’re wrong?”




    “Always think positive Gail and then you’ll succeed, and the pressure, as such, isn’t on you…, it’s on me. I have to go now, but I’ll contact you regularly. Good hunting… Oh, by the way, there’s a news blackout on this, so deny any rumors, please, because you seam to have heard a lot of them already. It’s our secret.”




    “Why’s that?” Sue asked.




    “Because we don’t want to put the population of the world into a panic, okay?” he replied sternly.




    “Yes… Yes, I see, but… Stephen, we don’t understand why all this has happened so quickly,” she pressed the subject some more.




    “It’s simple,” he explained, “our sun is turning very quickly into a supernova, and all the evidence and research says that’s a fact. It will, one day, engulf all the planets in our solar system. Eventually after the central core of it starts to cool, it will create a massive vacuum and implode and become a black hole. So, as you see, we have to find another planet and that’s your job, please don’t let me down. I have every confidence in you.”




    He left them stunned and bemused by it all, however it was his foresight that forced the construction of the Mars’ Telescope in the first place. Why was it built there? Because, Mars has a minute atmosphere with nothing to distort any signals. And it is also getting close to the extremities of our solar system. The news black out was, as he had said, for a simple reason. If the general public knew that the majority of them were going to die within the next twenty years then panic would take control. What would then take place isn’t conceivable.




    *****




    Sitting behind closed doors in a hotel’s conference room in Paris, sat all the best airframe engineers that Europe had to offer, as well as Japanese electronics experts, and Harvey from America who would relay things back to engineers in his own country. George opened the meeting.




    “Thank you for coming at such a short notice,” he said, “I guess some of you are wondering what this is all about, but firstly I must impress on you that there is a news blackout on this project. The reasons for that are…”




    He gave them an in-depth detailed report. Afterwards he asked Stephen to speak, he said,




    “Harvey, I believe that the space stations are positioning to dock, is that right?”




    “Yes, that is true, Stephen.”




    “I would like your American engineers to construct the orbiting assembly hanger above them, and here is a document which contains detailed drawings for that. It’s important that the dimensions are strictly adhered to. Also,” he passed Harvey a file, “these are the detailed engineering drawings of my gravity machine. We shall obviously require one per ship and one for the hanger.”




    Harvey scanned the drawings with widened eyes, he commented,




    “It’s a simple gyroscope design, and nothing that’s actually revolutionary.”




    “Well of course, it’s the simple designs that work the best. It’s proven anyway. It was tried and tested on our Mars voyager. However there is a side affect to it which I’m trying to overcome, and that is, it will cause the space stations to rotate through three-hundred and sixty degrees every three days. I have to add a magnetic counterweight some how, but you can start to manufacture from those drawings as they shan’t be altered. We need shuttle craft, Harvey, and I need to know the maximum size of the cargo bays as soon as possible. I’m relying on America to build those craft; after all, you have got the experience in that field of technology.”




    “This is very early in the proceedings, and we have only spoken about that concept as yet. We need more time,” Harvey told him.




    “Okay, I don’t want to sound that I’m being pushy, but…, we haven’t got a lot of time.”




    Stephen handed a file, which contained his drawings of his spaceship, to the airframe engineers. He asked them to concentrate on the airframe and outside structure, telling them,




    “The first one will have to be completely assembled on Earth to make sure that we haven’t overlooked anything or made any mistakes. Once we are happy with its construction then it will have to be carefully taken apart and shipped to the space hanger,” he turned to the Japanese, and said, “Computer systems and air-conditioning are what I would like you to take care of, and I’m thinking more on the lines of voice command. I believe that the Thais are world leaders in water purification; can we ask them to help with that. Nine-thousand people produce a lot of effluent, and that’s going to be a problem. I think that the design team should be under one roof as well at a secret location. No-one outside of this project must know about it, and…, well, with all the people that are going to be working on it; I can’t see that it is humanly possible to keep a lid on things.”




    A German engineer who was studying Stephen’s drawings asked,




    “Can you tell me what the purpose of these huge funnels is for?”




    “Not at this stage of the proceedings,” he replied sternly.




    “So, it’s a secret then?”




    “Not exactly, you just don’t need to know…, do you?”




    The engineer was extremely put out by Stephen’s remark, and said bitterly,




    “You want the best of German engineering to help you with this project, and yet you sit there with-holding information from us. I must protest.”




    “Is that correct?” Stephen sat back in his seat, and looked at the man with a stern expression before he told him, “And you want the best of British science to help some of your people to find another planet in which to survive on. What your engineers have to do is to work to my drawings without any question.”




    Stephen then turned to speak to George leaving the man put firmly in his place.




    “Can you arrange a meeting tomorrow with Rolls Royce with regards to the rocket thrust motors, please?”




    George didn’t get time to answer, because Harvey stood up and said,




    “Thank you Stephen. It is obvious to me that you have been seriously considering the possibility that man has to leave this planet for some time. Can I ask you to oversee the construction of the ships?”




    “Yes, I’d be pleased to do that, and can I rely on you to organize the shuttle craft, because without those we are grounded… I await your call, Harvey.”




    Stephen stayed in Paris for over a month answering questions from the design team. During that time Harvey had given him the details of the cargo capacity and overall sizes of the cargo bay on the new shuttlecraft. Many countries wanted to help by constructing their own craft, and they received the relevant information from America.




    In the meantime, Harvey was using his existing craft to transport materials up to the docked space stations and the assembly hanger was under construction. Stephen was overjoyed by the progress, and so, happily, he returned to England to start work on a scaled down version of his proton drive.




    He used local subcontract machine shops to manufacture the parts and he drafted in two highly qualified experienced engineers to assist him. They worked relentlessly for nearly three months, and the day finally arrived to test it. He acquired a flat bed railway carriage and the use of a length of track. The drive was bolted to the carriage and a large electric fan was positioned in front of it. An electric generator provided the power. The last piece of equipment was a seat with a safety harness for Stephen to sit in.




    George had been invited to witness this one and only trail, because Stephen only had a small amount of space dust to test it with. A military film crew was also present to record the event. George took Stephen’s hand, saying,




    “Well Stephen, I guess you must be nervous about this…, and so am I. Good luck old friend.”




    Stephen didn’t say anything in reply mainly because his mouth was so dry from the excitement of it all. He climbed aboard the carriage, and then he fastened himself into his seat. He started the generator and then he switched on the electromagnetic field. It took about twenty seconds for it to reach the required frequency. He switched on the fan that would propel the dust into the drive. He took out the small heavy box of dust from his jacket pocket and sprinkled some of it in front of the fan. There was a blinding flash of light as the carriage shot down the track like an express train. Stephen was pinned back into his seat from the immense acceleration, he almost passed out. That small sprinkle of dust had sent the carriage over five miles down the track.




    George jumped into a jeep and raced after him. When he got to Stephen he shouted,




    “Stephen, are you alright? That was a fantastic demonstration. I shouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”




    “Yes… Yes, I stupidly forgot about the oxygen.”




    “What do you mean? That was brilliant… Absolutely brilliant.”




    “I think that the oxygen in the air increased the power output by about fifteen percent. There isn’t any oxygen in space.”




    “Never the less, I saw how much dust you put through your drive and it was only a tiny amount. Come and watch a reply. I can’t wait to report back to the prime minister about it. Stephen, you are a genius.”




    “This is a test model though, and only a quarter of the size of what we actually have to build.”




    *****




    Back in the hanger he explained to his engineers that the prototype was in fact a scaled down version.




    “We now have to work on the full-size drives. Unfortunately I have to return to Paris for a short while.”




    One of them asked,




    “Stephen, you have kept us in the dark about this project. What are these drives for and what did you put through it to create so much power?”




    “Okay, they are proton drives for spaceships, and we have to build twelve of them to begin with. They are powered by space dust.”




    He went to his desk and he took out a file from a locked drawer.




    “These are the drawings for a full size drive. Please don’t deviate one iota away from the specifications. I’ll be back soon.”




    He flew to Paris to see how the construction of the first ship was going. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he stepped out of the helicopter. The airframe and outside structure was almost complete.




    “Wow,” he gasped, “It’s huge.”




    A progress meeting was called and representatives from all the countries that were involved with the project gathered together to report. The assembly hanger was finished and Stephen’s gravity machine was functioning. A date was set to transport the disassembled first ship to the hanger. Shuttlecrafts from Russia, China and Australia were ready to assist with the transportation.




    “I think that you should go to the space station and make sure that it is re-assembled correctly,” George advised.




    “We only need to assemble the airframe and outer structure in the hanger. The interior work can be done with the ship at anchor, so to speak, and that will improve the overall production time for the fleet. Now that we have proved the design other nations can contribute with the supply of parts.”




    *****


  




  

    Chapter Three: The first flight.




    It took over two years to completely produce the first ship, although four more were in various stages of manufacture. George, Harvey and Stephen sat around a table on the flight deck of S.A.F. 1.




    “Here we are,” said Harvey, “the first ship is completed…, well done Stephen.”




    “I don’t think that all your praise should be pointed in my direction, Harvey. Thousands of people have worked on this. The urgent thing to do now is pick a flight crew. I want to test as soon as possible, and by the way, it isn’t actually complete yet. We still have things to do.”




    “You’re not going to fly off into outer space and leave us here to do things on our own, are you?” George asked,




    “Ha-ha,” Stephen laughed, “Not at all, and of course I’m not, but I’m itching to do a test run, and besides that. You’re coming too.”




    “We have never discussed the flight crew. How many and who?”




    “I think that we need a pilot to begin with George…, ha-ha,” Stephen jested.




    “Aren’t you going to fly her then Stephen?”




    “Of course not Harvey, I’m a scientist.”




    “We have a shuttlecraft arriving soon that’s manned by one of our best crews. Will five be okay, Stephen?”




    “Yes, Harvey five will be fine, so we test today… Good.”




    “Erm…, alright, I’ll go and meet them.”




    The shuttlecraft docked and Harvey spoke to them via video link.




    “After you have docked, I have a special mission for you today, and you are going to make history. Report to me in station port one.”




    *****




    “Welcome aboard every one. Please take a seat,” Stephen said to the astronauts.




    “This ship is incredible. I’ve only ever seen anything like it in science fiction movies. I never imagined that I would see one in real life or get the chance to fly one. Where are we going Sir?” the shuttle pilot asked.




    “Erm…,” Stephen paused, “that’s the million dollar question that I was hoping not to be asked yet. I have a team in England who are trying to give me that answer, and I hope soon. So…, at this moment in time, I can’t answer your question.”




    “Why are we here then, Sir?” one of them asked.




    “You’ve just told me that you thought that you would never see a real spaceship or fly one.”




    “Yes, that’s right,” the pilot told him.




    “So then, how would you like to fly this one today?”




    “When and where to?” one of them asked excitedly.




    “Right now, shall we? It’s only going to be a test flight, and we’re not going anywhere as such. The ship has a new drive system that I’m itching to test it under real conditions.”




    “What if it fails, Sir?” the pilot spoke again.




    “We have normal rocket propulsion as well. We’re not going to disappear into the darkness never to be seen again. I can’t force you to fly this ship, it’s up to you?” Harvey told them.




    “We are astronauts, Sir. Show us how?” stated the only female member of the crew.




    “The main system is ‘voice command’ only. That was done for security reasons and an idea by the Japanese computer engineers.” Stephen looked at the pilot. “If you were to be the captain of this ship then your voice pattern and finger prints would be mapped…”




    The pilot cut in,




    “Where do I sign in, Sir?”




    “Ha-ha,” Stephen laughed, “you’re very keen. Are you married?”




    “No, Sir,” he replied.




    “Then I shall keep you in mind. For this test, however, my voice will command the ships computers. Would you all sit in your relevant places, please?”




    First he showed the pilot to his seat, saying,




    “As you can see, it is similar to the controls on a shuttlecraft,” then he asked, “and who’s the co-pilot?”




    “I am, Sir.”




    “Then please sit here. Navigator…”




    “That’s me, Sir,” replied the female.




    With them all in their places, he continued,




    “The computer will fly the ship. You…, my friends are here in case of an emergency. Perhaps if the test flight is successful we can do some manual maneuvers.”




    The crew looked at each other with huge smiles.




    “Okay, if we’re all ready… Let’s give it a try.”




    Stephen sat down in the command seat. He took in a nervous deep breath and the veins on his neck started to pulse with his every heart beat. In a loud voice he said,




    “Ship’s computer?”




    “Yes, Stephen,” came a female’s voice from the speakers.




    “System start-up, please,” he requested.




    “Right away, Stephen,” the computer responded, “Please wait as it will take a few minutes.”




    One by one the computer control systems booted-up. The computer spoke again,




    “Initiating system check, please wait… System check completed. Do you want me to start pre-flight?”




    “Yes computer.”




    “Please confirm?”




    “Start pre-flight.”




    “You have ten seconds to abort, Stephen… 9…8…”




    Stephen noticed that Harvey was still standing and so he told him to sit down,




    “It’s time to sit down and relax Harvey.”




    The computer spoke,




    “Releasing anchors and stowing line… Locking all exit doors…”




    Stephen spoke to the navigator, asking,




    “Open communications with Earth. Tell them that S.A.F. 1 is preparing for test flight and for them to please track.”




    “Yes, Sir,” she acknowledged.




    The computer was firing the ships retro-rockets and slowly they inched away from the space station. After they were clear the ship rotated through ninety degrees, and the computer spoke again,




    “We are in position for launch.”




    Stephen seamed to be in deep thought, and sat quietly for a few minutes. What he said next shocked the crew.




    “Captain, you will have control soon. This is a big ship so increase power very slowly, please. Number two, you have control of the proton drive, wait for my instructions… Computer sequence booster rockets start up.”




    “Yes Stephen… One minute to ignition… Ignition countdown… We have ignition.”




    “Computer, switch to manual controls.”




    “Manual control initiated.”




    “Okay Captain, level flight, please and take your time, there’s no rush.”




    In the command room of NASA there was instant panic, someone shouted,




    “Heck, why weren’t we informed?”




    “Never mind people,” the controller said, “everyone to your stations and put S.A.F. 1 on the screen…There we have her… Yes they have undocked. Okay… I want that ship tracked, so get everything and everyone on it.”




    George and Harvey were sitting behind Stephen in total silence. Above the front windows of the flight deck there were five large flat computer screens showing different information. One of them displayed the ships position and speed. Stephen watched it closely. There wasn’t a feeling of fast acceleration as the captain was doing exactly what Stephen had told him to do. It took several minutes for them to reach the speed of five-hundred miles per hour. The captain opened the throttle a tad more and this time acceleration could be felt. Stephen was incredibly calm, and when they reached the speed of sound, MK1, he said,




    “Hold her at that Captain, if you please?”




    He then asked the computer to run another systems check.




    “Nothing to report,” the computer told him.




    “Okay Captain, more power please.”




    The ship gradually accelerated up to MK7. Stephen took out a stop watch from his jacket pocket and he watched the screen… MK8… MK9.




    “Right number two, start the proton drive.”




    Stephen had calculated that a full size drive would take exactly two minutes for the magnetic field to reach the required frequency for it to produce any power. He watched the seconds tick by with a dry mouth.




    Down on Earth…




    “They are still only times the speed of sound, everyone I think some things going to happen soon…”




    After one minute and fifty seconds and at a speed of MK11 he asked the captain to shut down the rockets.




    “It’s now or never,” Stephen shouted.




    The proton drive kicked in pinning them back into their seats. The acceleration was awesome. The captain was unable to control the flight. Stephen realized this and shouted at the top of his voice,




    “Computer, stabilize the ship.”




    In NASA’s control room S.A.F. 1 had instantly disappeared from their screens.




    “Hey… What’s happened? Where’s it gone?” someone shouted, “Has it self destructed?”




    There was an eerie silence until the commander told them,




    “We don’t have the technology to track a ship travelling at the speed of light people. Sit tight and wait for them to come back.”




    It took only seven minutes for the drive to propel them above the speed of light and the ship was still accelerating at a terrific amount, when Stephen had seen enough.




    “Shut down the drive number two.”




    George and Harvey gave out a big cheer,




    “You’ve done it Stephen.”




    “Yes,” he smiled, “yes, we are travelling at one-point-five times the speed of light. What we need is a destination, however…, the biggest problem now is… How to stop this ship, turn it round and go back!”




    “Are you serious, Stephen?” asked Harvey.




    “Like I’ve said before Harvey, I’m a scientist not an astronaut.” Stephen pulled a funny face and then he commanded the computer, saying,




    “Computer, turn this ship around and head back to the space station.”




    “That will be my pleasure, Stephen.”




    *****




    After running many checks on the ship, and recovering pages of data from the computers he returned to England. He had spent a lot of time in space and he was weary. He was obviously overjoyed with his spaceship…, however, where they were going to travel was still to be an unanswered question that was keeping him awake at night. He rested at his house for a few days before he visited the research center.




    “Hi Sue,” he said as he walked through the entrance door.




    “Hello Stephen. It’s good to see you though you are looking very tired.”




    “Do you have any good news for me?” he asked.




    “Yes, and no…, coffee?”




    “Please, and make it a strong one.”




    “Okay, I’ll tell the team that you are here.”




    They all assembled in the small conference room, with Sue entering last with Stephen’s cup of coffee.




    “Why aren’t you sitting at the head of the table?” she asked him.




    “Because, I’m not here to give you a lecture, that’s why. I want to hear what you have got to say… Thanks for the coffee.”




    “Okay,” she hesitantly started, “we have located a solar system that, we think, has three possible planets that might be able to sustain life. Its sun is bigger than ours and the orbit of the planets is about seventy-five million miles around it.”




    “These three planets are on the same orbit?” he asked.




    “Yes, Stephen,” she answered.




    “Hmm…, that’s interesting and unusual. Oh, I’m sorry for interrupting you, please continue.”




    “I know that’s unusual, but they all appear to have an atmosphere. We have definite data which tells us that oxygen, nitrogen and hydrogen are present. I’m sorry,” she paused, “but unfortunately we can not continue our research until they come back into view. Two of them are at this time hidden from us by their sun, and it will be five months before they come back into sight again.”
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