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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.
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The Truth About History

Nearer and nearer draws the time, the time that shall surely be,

When the earth shall be filled with the glory of God as the waters cover the sea.

From a hymn by A. C. Ainger

If I had been present at the creation, I would have given some useful hints for the better arrangement of the Universe.

Attr. to Alfonso the Wise, King of Castile

Great men are almost always bad men.

Lord Acton: Historical Essays and Studies


Chapter One

AD 2032—A Reprise


‘I wouldn’t go into biology if I were starting again now. In twenty years’ time it is the biologists who will be working behind barbed wire.’

Fred Hoyle from a conversation quoted by G. Rattray

Taylor in The Biological Time Bomb
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The Security Ombudsman for the Australasian Sector of International Security was tall but stooped, unmuscular and skeletally thin. His teeth were false; he wore glasses; he was quite bald and his skin, mostly bared in the manner of the time, was entirely hairless. He was unevenly brown – piebald, though no one used the word to his face – in the manner of an earlier time when bouts of exposure to hard radiation were a daily hazard. A greyness tinged the brown and with his splayed nose attested the quarter of aboriginal strain contributed by a tribal grandmother.

Wherever he went he would be recognised as a member of the pre-Collapse generation and an Ombudsman: only an Ombudsman could be so old – and be deferred to. Up to a point.

One such point was that they had not allowed him to breed. The youngsters (as he still privately thought of them) would concede much, even beyond reason, but not that. His genetic record was an outrage of damage and mutated combinations which even reverence could not tolerate. Because they had looked after him well he was healthy and potent, but the issue of his fatherhood would certainly have been abominable.

He was sixty-eight, a rare age in the Reconstruction Years; that he had been permitted to live was a permission which entitled him to great respect.

He lived by reason of his intelligence, his devotion and his special knowledge; he was needed in this world belonging to the young and they knew it. (Though it was daily growing more accurate to say that he had been needed and they were becoming aware of it.) His kind were the anchors of the Reconstruction, the repositories not of knowledge in the factual sense, for that was plentiful and growing exponentially, but of the experience of the effects of the misapplication of knowledge, which was scarce in a generation still scrambling out of planetary disaster.

The role of the Ombudsmen – the original meaning had been distorted and lost – was to prevent mistakes happening twice and in spite of fallibility they had been more successful than otherwise. Else they would have been disposed of (gently but finally) long since, for the youngsters were not sentimental about incompetence.

This one’s name was Jackson and he pushed at the plump folder on his desk. ‘I don’t see why it should be my business.’

The man who had placed it there was, at thirty-four, a Commissioner of International Security and his charge was the Australasian Sector. He answered familiarly, as an equal (which he was not, for he commanded far more than Jackson’s fluid and undefined authority) and yet with the tinge of automatic deference which was an Ombudsman’s tribute from high and low.

‘Read it. These people – Raft and the rest – will need someone to lean on, someone who remembers their world to interpret this one to them. We can’t assess the impact of cultural changes; you can.’

‘In some things.’ The youngsters, for all their steelbright intellects, were a mixture of doubts and certainties, of truths and half-truths and outright myths; shrewd enough to reject his advice at times, they could be naïve in their assessment of his capacities. ‘I was twenty-six when Columbus took off for Barnard’s Star, twenty-eight during the Five Days, and at that age one didn’t understand the world so damned well; great areas of my memory must be subjectively distorted. Besides, I haven’t the time to devote to individuals.’

‘In your age group—’ the Commissioner used the phrase hesitantly, for the implications of it were both honourable and shameful ‘—I suppose there isn’t much time for individuals. But this Albert Raft is one to be treated with kid gloves – whatever they were. Read the folder and you’ll realise he’s a problem, perhaps a whole horde of problems.’

‘Such as?’

‘Read it, Stephen; read it.’

Jackson smiled. ‘I believe you’re scared.’

‘Uneasy.’

‘Ready to be scared. Raft commanded Columbus, I recall, but the rest were scientists. I’d have thought them more of a problem.’

The Commissioner’s gesture dismissed them. ‘They’re out of date; show them a modern laboratory and they’ll unhinge their psyches trying to adjust. Raft is the worry.’

‘But Columbus returned ten days ago. Why this only now?’

‘We didn’t know the facts about him. So much history has been lost, so many records destroyed. Do I have to tell you that?’ He tapped the folder. ‘Most of this comes from the starship’s own records and some of it is appalling – the picture of world conditions in 1990; the spying and back-stabbing and double dealing; the treachery and distrust and duplicity.’

So much authority, Jackson thought, so much competence but so much youth without a tradition. He asked, ‘Do you think your world is so different?’

The Commissioner was startled and showed it; in a life devoted to brave new beginnings the idea of such a primitive resemblance was outside his thinking. He returned to the safety of the Raft problem (but the question remained with him and rankled and burned): ‘Have you heard rumours that someone called Heathcote is still alive from pre-Collapse days?’

‘Is this germane? Of course I’ve heard the coffee-bar yap; he’d have to be a very old man, probably centenarian, which is dismissably unlikely. Do you believe it?’

‘True or not, a pointless rumour matters. A symptom of unrest. The folder bears on it.’

Jackson opened the folder, still thinking of Heathcote, whose existence he barely remembered; the rumour made him some sort of scientific messiah but his shaky recollection fixed the man as obscure save for some connection with the Columbus flight.

First on the heap was a transparent plastic envelope containing something he had not seen in forty years.

‘Recognise it?’

‘A pre-Collapse video-cassette.’ He felt unreasonably ashamed of its bulky clumsiness as though the world of his youth had betrayed him. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘Canberra archives. There’s a machine coming up that will project it. We had to have it made in a hurry and then view useless hours of the stuff because we had only the file labels for identification.’

As if the old artifact had rolled back time for him Jackson recalled Heathcote’s connection with the starship. So! And if he is alive, where is he? How could he have hidden so long? And why? All bloody nonsense!

As if on cue a young man trundled in a bulky, untidy machine on a trolley, something conjured into existence from electronic theory and study of eroding museum relics.

‘The projector.’ The Commissioner stood. ‘I’ll see you in an hour or so.’

Jackson hurried after him into the corridor, out of earshot of the projectionist. ‘Where are the complement of Columbus?’

‘On board their ship. In orbit. Quarantined. Out of the way until we have some idea what to do.’

‘After forty-two years they return and … For God’s sake!’ The name of God was no longer a commonplace but the youngsters knew his habits. And most of the Security men had read the New Testament as a part of Hist. Phil.

‘We simply don’t know what to do with them, Stephen. We’ve fed them a tale of immunisation against mutated bacteria and protection of ourselves against whatever old-time beasties they may harbour. Satisfactory?’

‘As they knew biology, probably. But possibly not; the twentieth century was not just a planetful of idiots.’

‘The evidence says differently.’ Jackson would not argue over that but he had placed a previous dart into the Commissioner, who needed to ease its itch. ‘Is our world so bad? Even half-created as it is?’

Jackson said immediately, ‘No,’ because that was a brand of doubt the youngsters could do without. ‘In general it’s an improvement, but the Columbus men won’t see it so.’

‘Surely they’ll adjust?’

‘They will conform; that’s not the same thing. I grew up with the changes and have never finally adjusted to many of them.’ He considered a blow below the belt. And delivered it. ‘My prediction is that they will loathe your generation.’

The Commissioner absorbed that a word at a time; avoidance of over reaction was drilled into the service types; he did not speak until he thought he understood Jackson’s point. ‘That will be very unfair. It was not our generation who carried out the Weeding.’

‘No,’ Jackson said straightly, ‘it was mine.’ If he felt shame or regret or satisfaction no one was to know it. ‘They will realise that, in time, but their first reaction will be simply that this world killed theirs. Literally. And to them this world will be your generation.’

The Commissioner made the small gesture of respect, a token movement of the hand towards the heart, almost a ritual, given when an Ombudsman offered advice. ‘I will remember.’

He went off, very smart in black uniform, very efficient to the approving eye and very self-assured, which Jackson knew that at this moment he was not.

The young man had erected a screen and fed the cassette into his scrapyard machine. He seemed unusually young for his role even in this age of precocity.

‘How old are you?’

‘Seventeen, sir.’

‘Technician?’

‘First Class, sir.’

At seventeen! ‘Are you cleared for classified material?’

‘To a degree, sir.’

The cassette had come in a folder colour-coded black – Commissioner’s Discretion Only. Sometimes he really feared the capabilities of these super-educated fledglings. From junk and theory they had built this machine, with an improvement to allow projection on a large screen, in a matter of days.

Aside from the brilliantly effective instructional techniques there were most secret and tightly restricted drugs for the enhancement of natural intelligence, the small beginnings of which had been known in his own young day, and plainly youth rather than maturity would furnish optimum test material. The damned biologists and bio-chemists; behind screens of secrecy and silence, what were they doing? Was there anything they were not doing, any area of human pursuit they might not bless or blight?

Campion, the Commissioner, might know and could safely be asked. Whether or not he would reply was another matter; he placed limits on confidence. Politics revolved around different possibilities in this era but they were still politics, ultimately concerned with protection and power and deviousness. And secrecy.

‘Are you ready, sir?’

Caught dreaming, he said stiffly, ‘Yes, thank you.’

The youngster told him conversationally, ‘This is from some collection of historical records, a bloody great batch of newscasts about Columbus.’ With the job begun, enthusiasm forgot to be deferential and Jackson wondered, like old men down the centuries, what these polite kids were really like. ‘The Commissioner picked this one to show you.’

‘To show me what?’

‘Don’t know; it seems pretty ordinary. Just interviews.’ So I’m supposed to catch on to whatever Ian caught on to. ‘But this one has been tampered with. We think this is the full record but that some sections were not shown on the newscast and the thing was later reassembled for preservation. They must have had a strong historical sense.’

Ah, you trusting child! ‘Lord, boy, they recorded everything down to their retinal patterns; by the time of the Collapse they were literally bugging themselves for posterity.’ Actually for self-protection, but that would take too much explaining. ‘Can you recognise the doctored sections?’

‘I’ve got them noted.’

‘Call them as we go.’

‘Right.’

‘What’s the date of this thing?’

‘March 11, 1988.’

He had been twenty-four years old; he might well have seen this newscast. Within minutes he knew he had; his visual memory was tenacious but this returned with a clarity quite extraordinary after forty-four years.

A blare of theme music, four decades forgotten, set the period. A familiar pattern of dancing geometry capered, split, reformed into letters: MATTERS OF MOMENT.

Saturday night – Channel 2 – Melbourne. He was seized by a violent, unhappy nostalgia. Melbourne my lovely old monster! But we had to kill you; it was necessary.

The voice-over (name eluding him) said, ‘We – the camera crew and I – recorded this in America only hours ago. It’s another Matters of Moment scoop!’

COLUMBUS SIX screamed the title, brilliant scarlet against stars and darkness. Six? Of course; there had been all those miniature unmanned test vehicles.

The title skittered off into infinity past a cratered Luna and a ringed Saturn. Standard, recognisable objects; after, three decades of space most still hadn’t appreciated the difference between a planet and a star. The camera cut to a medium shot of Columbus, a tracery of metal struts sunlit against the stars. (Doctored, of course; actually the thing would have been hard to see.)

It was an ugly structure. ‘Blowing your way to heaven on a klaxon’ had been the joke of the day, and it fitted. Columbus resembled nothing so much as the skeleton of an old-fashioned motor horn of the early years of the century, with the great flare of the monopole rim tapering to a wasp waist and expanding to a cylindrical bulge at the rear end. The bulge, housing quarters and nuclear plant, was solidly metal-walled but the rest was spiderweb, a frame surrounding emptiness. Wrap a sheath of polished brass around it and there would be your klaxon. And blow, Gabriel, blow!

The ship shrank swiftly into a lower corner of the screen and from its flare a shatteringly green line leapt across space, shimmering in an illusion of speed. The words BARNARD’S STAR appeared in at first tiny letters at its far end, theft swelled to fill the screen.

The view cut to a studio technician’s idea of Barnard’s Star (or any goddamned star, what the hell?) – a slumberous coal in the womb of night, crimson, menacing. A red dwarf. Round it, at accelerated speeds and in impossibly close orbits, swung two globes which, for an eyecatching composition, the technicians had lit in ice-blue and striated bronze.

‘Barnard’s Star!’ cried the off-screen voice, building urgency as if the world was not fed to the teeth with similar spacecasts. ‘More than fifty million million kilometres from Earth! Already known to be circled by two huge planets and who knows how many more? The goal of Columbus!’

Cut to a shot of Earth from space (authentic, from the library, cyclone whirling like mad over the China Sea); cut to the announcer in the studio.

Barnes Falworth. The slightly soupy voice clicked recollection into place. Poor glamour boy – gone with the wind, the pestilence, the famine, the March of Man. The staggering stumble of man.

‘You may think the last possible drop of interest has been drained from the starship while we have watched it building, strut by plate by bolt by weld, for three years. But tonight we have the final factor which brings the years of preparation home to us as human beings.’ Pause for a last squeeze at non-existent drama. ‘The names of the star travellers have been released!’ Pause again, with small smile of promise. ‘And we bring you, first in the world to interview them, their faces and voices. Here they are – the fabulous men!’

Forgotten. All those years out there, and forgotten. Poor bastards.

The camera cut to an austerely military lounge-room and seven unfabulous-looking men. Two were playing chess, two reading, two chatting; one, a little separate from the others, merely sat. All save the last tried to look as though failing to be aware of a camera was their normal way of life; he simply looked uncomfortable.

The camera inspected the chess players. Falworth purred, ‘Doctor Ivan Doronin, physician-psychiatrist—’ Doronin looked up on cue, smiled, nodded, looked down and moved a piece ‘—and Doctor Piotr Kulayev, biologist and radiologist—’ Kulayev managed an abstracted smile while he scanned Doronin’s inroad on his middle game ‘—both of the USSR.’

The view moved to a thin blond gent with a pipe and a book which he laid on his knee before the camera could kick it out of his hand. ‘Doctor James Lindley, surgeon-psychiatrist. Of Britain.’ Lindley gave a clear ‘Good evening’ in a voice as English as Oxford, money and a distaste for the camera could make it.

Two armed-forces types, clean cut and crew cut but not much at ease, were ‘Doctor Ewan Matthews, astronomer-physicist, and Doctor Gordon Fraser, astronomer-mathematician. Both of the USA.’

Matthews offered a strained ‘Hi!’ in a voice that owed something to education and something to the Bronx – the old, forgotten, pounded-into-rubble Bronx. Fraser said, ‘Howdy,’ trying to be gracious-relaxed. Despite his name the voice recalled a boyhood spent in the environs of Yoknapat-awpha County. And who, save for an unlikely specialist in literary archives, remembers Yoknapatawpha County?

A slightly fleshy gentleman with spectacles and bushy eyebrows was Doctor Joachim Streich, bio-chemist and neuro-surgeon, of Germany. He gave ‘Good evening’ in nearly accentless English.

The lens examined the man sitting apart more thoroughly, from above and below and both sides. He was notable for an ugly face whose individually acceptable features seemed clumsily mated and for the fact that of the seven only he wore clothes he might have slept in. And for the additional fact that, forty-four years later, Jackson remembered him. And then thought, It isn’t memory; I have seen him somewhere. Recently. And that’s not possible. Or is that one of the things I’m supposed to catch on to?

Falworth positively smirked his climax. ‘Last and not at all least – Senior Officer Albert Raft, Commander of Columbus.’

Raft opened his mouth, thought of nothing to say, glared at the camera with demented self-control and finally made a strangled sound of greeting.

Falworth moved with relief into a sequence better than a round of name calling and Jackson’s curiosity noted that he made no reference to Raft’s outstanding peculiarity – that alone in this galaxy of bi-disciplinary professionals he was credited with no scientific standing.

‘Commander Raft is more than simply another member of an illustrious complement. He is the living symbol of a long-kept secret, for “dinkum cobber” Raft’ (Raft flinched visibly) ‘is an Australian, and with him Australia makes her début in the great adventure of star travel. She enters right at the top, in command of the most tremendous voyage in history. And Australia has earned her right to this accolade for – and this is the long-kept, well-kept secret – the discovery of the slow-metabolism technique which alone makes this voyage possible for human beings is the work of an Australian biologist, John Heathcote.’

Well, well. But why a secret, well-kept or any other kind? Memory scraped a few vague impressions regarding the man, who had made no splash in his time. A rumoured connection with the starship … rumour again! But to the world he had been a nobody.

The picture froze to a still. The young projectionist said, ‘Something funny here. That name – Heathcote – had a sound blur over it, as if it had been drowned in some background noise. It wasn’t easy to remove. They must have wanted it suppressed because the announcer’s voice had been tinkered with, too, re-handled to make a sort of downbeat as if the sentence ended at “biologist”. Was it worth that trouble?’

‘To them, apparently. Perhaps we’ll find out why.’ But they did not.

Falworth jerked back into speech. ‘I spoke to Commander Raft earlier in the day and of course we talked of the journey.’

The view cut to an unidentifiable country road where Raft and Falworth strolled in sunlight, Falworth impeccable in the featureless business suit of the eighties and Raft shambling and disreputable in timeless overalls. Grubby overalls.

Overdoing the common-touch Aussie bit. Or was – is – he really like that?

Falworth was hearty. ‘Your job puzzles me, Albert.’ Raft’s resentment of familiarity did not escape the camera. ‘As I understand it the course is computer-controlled throughout, yet you are listed as, among other things, navigator and pilot. Will you be called upon to do any actual piloting?’

Raft’s answering voice was identifiably Australian without being aggressively national, but his speech was slow and stilted.

The kind who can’t repeat a scripted speech naturally.

‘Quite a bit. The computer programming is only provisional for orbit. For one thing, we haven’t an exact figure for the mass of Barnard’s Star and satellites, so there will be corrections necessary to the basic orbit computed for rounding the star. That means the provisional course programmed for return to Earth will need corresponding correction. I’ll probably bring the ship in manually over the last months of the home stretch.’

It isn’t camera fright; he knows too much, and classified facts keep getting between his thought and his tongue.

Falworth cried fatuously, ‘So man still rules his machines! Now, what can you tell us about the flight in general?’

Still in the tone of one crunching through a balky set piece, Raft had scarcely begun with, ‘We’ll cover the first eight years at one-eighth g—’ when Falworth broke in on him.

‘Please, a question! Why only one-eighth g when the slowest rockets take off fifty times faster than that?’

This seemed unplanned and Raft showed some animation in replying. Animation and irritation. ‘Because that’s the best optimum acceleration we can depend on getting. Our fuel is interstellar dust and gas and it’s spread thin. And not evenly. We’d like a full g, but we must have as many constants as possible to keep formulae manageable, and one-eighth looks to be the likely consistent high. And that will give us a bloody sight higher final velocity than any rocket ever reached or could reach.’

‘Thank you. Now, the trip itself …’

‘Eight years at one-eighth g will bring us to eighty-seven L – that means eighty-seven per cent of the speed of light – and five-sixths of a light year on our way. Then we’ll coast for about four and a third light years – not quite five years travelling – and spend eight years slowing for orbit of the star. Same routine to get home.’

It was a flat recital; Jackson imagined Falworth seeing his scoop fall apart in sheer inertia. ‘Allowing a year for orbit, that makes forty-three years?’

‘I’m only figuring approximately, so it’ll actually be a month or so over forty-two years. We’ll sleep most of the time.’

‘In slow metabolism?’

‘Yes. We’ll have altogether thirty-seven years at ten per cent met. and a total of five years of waking periods each for the experimental work and observations.’

‘Let’s see – five years plus thirty-seven at ten per cent living rate’ – classical rendition of rapid calculation – ‘will make you all just eight and three-quarter years older than at take-off.’

‘A bit over eight. There’s time dilation. Apparent time slows to exactly half at eighty-seven L, and that cuts the coasting in half for those inside the craft. The effect before that won’t be much because it builds exponentially.’

Falworth was not getting himself into an on-camera tangle with time dilation. He mimed confusion and despair, probably genuine. ‘Please! I don’t begin to understand accelerated time.’

What’s all this scaled-down-to-the-public shop talk to me? For familiarisation with the face? Where have I seen it – or one like it?

‘Nobody understands it. It just is.’

‘I’ll take your word for it. And now the inevitable question: What sort of world do you expect to return to?’

Raft became ruminative. After ten paces he said, ‘There’ll be superficial changes, but they won’t matter much. Basics don’t alter in a short time; history only shows different facets of the human animal against different backgrounds.’ Then he delivered the line which earned him another nickname before he left Earth. ‘If there’s anything left at all, it’ll be the same old shitheap.’

That was how we felt. Cold wars, hot wars, pollution, overcrowding, hunger, diminishing resources, fragmenting ecology, corruption, violence, greed. How right he was, and how wrong.

The rest was ten minutes of bland, uninformative interviews with the scientists. According to the youngster the thing had been chopped to pieces, apparently to eliminate even the most oblique technical references. Jackson could discover nothing worth hiding in the babble, but at that time he had been an Aboriginal Rights PR man, too close to protest and argument to pay much attention to science.

One amusing jolt of memory came at the end, as the youngster wheeled his gadget away. He recalled that his whole family had seen that newscast, and what returned to him was the remark of his teenage sister: ‘I could do a drool over the Englishman, but isn’t our Australian a drear?’

2

A note, signed by Campion, lay atop the papers in the folder: ‘Transcript of material found aboard Columbus. The whole FYEO at present. Ian.’ For Your Eyes Only, i.e. keep your yapping mouth shut.

The first clip of typescript was headed: ‘From the private journal of Albert Raft, Senior Officer (Commander) of Columbus Six, also Pilot, Navigator, Instrument Technician and Electrical and Mechanical Engineer.’ Raft was also multi-disciplinary in his highly practical fashion.

Jackson began to read.

Two days out after a flawless fare-thee-well. Much jubilation and radioed congratulation and a certain flatulence after meals, possibly due to the lightweight acceleration.

And so?

The great adventure may turn out to be the great boredom. I had a juvenile hope that some special feeling would emerge …

Nothing is changed – ‘Why, this is Hell; nor am I out of it.’

Oh, dear, a literary gent. Who’d have guessed it of shaggy old ‘dinkum cobber’? Like hearing the garbage collector toss off an aria on his round.

Marlowe said it for himself as well as for Mephisto. I know how he felt – like a rat in a trap. In my case, the parent trap.

Perhaps my childhood was better than many, but it was bad enough. I lacked identity, which every child needs, early. I remember the sensation sometimes of splitting, of divorcement from self and environment, while some other ‘I’ observed the unreality of me and my surroundings. It’s common enough, I believe, but most seem to forget it, to give in, to accept the illusory ‘me’ of dusty flesh as all there is.

I couldn’t forget. The only child of two near-geniuses (neither of them with the faintest conception of a child’s worth) has to find identity or be swamped by theirs.

An introvert’s holiday. Who were the parents? Should check. Newspaper files, perhaps? We were able to preserve more than most areas.

But identity recedes; the last mirage. But there are moments of near approach, as when they told me: ‘You will pilot the ship; the stars are yours.’

And excitement tore my silly heart loose from sense and Barnard’s Star became heaven in a red dwarf.

The uncertainties, the dangers, all Earth itself lost in the paradoxes of time dilation and slow metabolism, could not shadow the dream of the ultimate journey with identity inevitably at its end. When I came home I would know who and what was Albert Raft.

Then I learned why – the real ‘why’ – I had been selected and the walls of the trap snapped back around my hallucinated wishing.

My combination of talents and capacities could have been matched by dozens of men, hundreds. I felt the choice must have been a matter of millipoints of difference. Or mere chance.

It was neither.

I was chosen because physique and manual dexterity and a dozen characteristics not in themselves unusual are in me strongly defined. The list includes the shape of my nose (measured in three dimensions with nanometric exactness), the number of hair follicles in various parts of my body, the range of my colour and sound perception, my encephalograph readings, my IQ tests over a period of years, my endocrine readings and God knows what else.

Out here, in this incarnation of everywhere and nowhere, I am still what John made me – an experimental rat in a biological trap.

John? Heathcote? No pie without a biologist’s finger in it. I could almost hope there’s a Hell, just for their judgement.

They’re waiting on my return, after forty-two of their snailpace years, so that a new generation of cell carpenters and psychometrists can use me as a control for their examination of the others. Once and for all the great argument, environment versus heredity, will have its answer.

They must be damned sure we will actually get back. Ourselves think the odds are good but not all that certainly good.

As for those others, growing to manhood back there on the mudball, the less said the better. But how much will long remain private in this cul-de-sac of the cosmos? Before the years are through we will have investigated each other clear down to the synapses for lack of better amusement.

What others? Is this what we are after? Why can’t people write their journals for posterity instead of the blowing-off of private steam?

Day 10. Some four hundred and fifty million kilometres out, further than anyone has ever been. Probes have passed Jupiter but no man. That’s a nice big diary thought but quite meaningless; you can’t stay excited in a job already settled into routine.

The first days were active while the schedules were set up in ant-scurry efficiency; then the computers took over and we lapsed into our first spasm of little to do. The real work, starts when we are free of the major impact of solar radiation, and that won’t be long now.

Meanwhile we talk, and talk circles endlessly around homing year – 2032. And here’s a curious thing: when these high-powered IQs attempt subjects outside their field they produce ideas as woolly and flaccid as those of the people next door at home. They throw their special jargons at each other – and sometimes throw them clear over my head – and I stay shut up until they stray on to ground of my experience. And then they are little better than tattling housewives.

Conventional! They confine their guessing to hardware technology and their predictions are straight from the science fiction magazines. The older magazines, at that.

Cheap beamed power. (Nuclear of course; will they never learn?) Synthetic foods. Deep ocean farming. Disposable clothing. Weather control. As though these things are not already embryonically with us or at least on the drawing boards.

But nobody mentions gerontology or gene manipulation or a dozen related monster-weavings striving to break out of the laboratories. Streich and Kulayev, who might be expected to point up such matters, stick to snappier computers and labour-saving devices for the kitchen.

They may be afraid. Who knows what private orders they may have had, in spite of the love-and-kisses international nature of the trip?

Fraser and Matthews as Americans distrust the two Russians, who distrust them. That weed hasn’t withered despite the moving together of the two nations in the face of China’s contemptuous isolationism; they see espionage and subtlety feeding in with every computer tape. Britain and Germany, those traditional enemies, get along as they always did in peacetime, keeping suspicion out of sight. The poor Australian bothers nobody; he isn’t a scientist and so has nothing intelligible to say.

I suppose I’ll have to put a stop to that eventually; not too roughly, I hope.

But even friendly Streich and Lindley can offer the rough edges of their tongues, as when Lindley said he hoped on return to find psychology established as an exact science, and Streich cut him down with an unpretty insolence.

‘And so the end of psychologists, superseded by computerised chemo-therapy!’

Lindley remained placid (a tough training, English gentlehood) but I saw the sting enter. ‘That has been the direction since the early sixties, but therapy is not the only end of the discipline; the final uses have scarcely been glimpsed yet.’

Said Streich, ‘Then guessing is useless,’ and talked of something else.

From Streich it was a fear reaction. They all fear the psychiatrists. They ‘know’ that Lindley and Doronin are the ship’s spies; nobody has said it but it hangs in the air. They ‘know’ their actions and words will be analysed, from take-off to planetfall, that ‘reports’ will be made and that sharp and disastrous consequences may follow.

The idea clings in part because a harmless percentage of it is true. We know the working quarters are bugged for sight and sound, but this is overt. Our activities as a group will be the foundation of a whole new discipline dealing with the behaviour – psychological, social and physical – of man-in-space. But the private cabins are not bugged; a measure of inalienable privacy was recognised as an absolute requirement.

But I’ll bet that every one of them has searched his cabin for suspicious fittings and hollows and concealed leads. They know what manner of place their world is. (All right, little truth book; I’ve searched mine, too.)

Referring back to the 2032 discussion, only Fraser (speaking today’s language incongruously in that cotton pickin’ mammy accent) attempted to break the mediocrity barrier.

‘Don’t be surprised,’ he said, ‘if beamed transmission of matter is with us by then. It sounds long range, but technology’s a-galloping.’

They leapt on him, clawing. ‘We haven’t the scanning techniques—’ ‘We haven’t a computer complex enough—’ ‘We haven’t the math—’.

He answered them quietly. ‘We haven’t the hardware and we haven’t a suitably cheap power source, but the math was worked out in ’eighty-eight, just two years ago.’

Was it indeed? Then there’ll be some ratting of archives to see if those papers still exist.

It silenced them for a moment. From math to hardware is notoriously a short step and getting shorter, and Fraser’s inside knowledge gave him an unfair advantage in augury.

While a little resentment spilled off on Fraser, Jim Lindley asked me, ‘What do you think, Old Silence?’

I don’t mind that from Jim; his mockery is friendly and gentle, a long remove from Fraser’s bouts of studied insolence. I said, perhaps feeling mildly fed up with their caution, ‘I don’t waste time on it; technical change is too fast for prophecies. The face of the world – which isn’t the part of it that matters – will probably be unrecognisable. Entering a room in 2032 we won’t so much as know where to look for a light switch – if they still use anything so cumbersome as a switch – and if we can recognise a wall-less, electronically defined space as a room.’

An effective gabble-stopper. It served pusillanimity right.

A touch of arrogance, Albert? Inferiority yelping? However, E for Effort, though we do use light switches and we prefer walls round our rooms, but the world will be strange to you. In unexpected ways, old ‘shitheap’ Raft.

There was an aftermath; Lindley paid me a visit in my cabin.

I suppose I am a cold man; I have no feeling of closeness with Columbus’s complement and an active dislike for one of them. And only for Jim Lindley a positive liking. It is not as deep as friendship but at least it is positive.

He curled his narrow body (he’s a most elegant scarecrow) in the spare chair and said, ‘I have a problem.’

‘Administrative?’

‘Yes no maybe.’

‘Personal?’ I had to grin – my last grin for a while. ‘Not a psychiatrist Dorothy Dixing the Commander!’

He smiled back, joylessly, and that was a warning. Within the limits of his professional competence he has therapeutic authority before which I must bow or show excellent cause why not.

He said, ‘You’re the problem,’ and waited, giving me time to erect defences against everything except the weaknesses I wasn’t aware of, then referred to the discussion in the lounge. ‘You dropped that silly symposium in its tracks.’

Naughty Albert! But I wasn’t prepared to play erring child to his father figure. ‘They talk like schoolboys; the obvious passes them by.’

‘Such as?’

Though the trap was laid in the sight of the bird I wasn’t about to flutter away from simple fact. ‘Biology is the shadow over the world, but nobody mentioned biological advances.’

‘Which are not necessarily advances?’

‘You know it.’

‘They won’t be mentioned for a while. Nobody will risk politics until the tribal instinct overcomes national distrusts.’

‘You agree that biology is politics?’

‘It will be by the time we get home.’

‘Nice to know somebody sees it.’

Then, having agreed with me, he hit me just as he had intended. ‘Albert, nobody could live with you through years of training schools without knowing your animus against biological research. It sticks out like a warning sign and the subject will continue tabu in your presence. A simple social safeguard.’

What could I say? Offer reasons? Betray secrets? You don’t betray secrets without great thought, certainly not in the early days of a voyage years long.

I tried with the slightest of shrugs to turn the matter off as unimportant, but I am an amateur and Jim is a good professional. He said, ‘And if you make a habit of killing conversations they won’t speak in front of you at all. Tonight wasn’t the first time.’

‘What I said wasn’t much.’

‘You didn’t hear your tone.’

‘I didn’t intend contempt.’ It had been a weariness of profitless talk.

‘Oh, but you did.’

Only an idiot contradicts an expert. I waited.

‘Think of it,’ he suggested, ‘as a defence mechanism.’

‘Against what?’

‘You tell me.’ Before I could be resentful or impatient he said, ‘You aren’t running a shipload of incompetents.’

That was outrageous. ‘How could I think of it? They’re frighteningly competent.’

Just like that I tripped into his trap at the first prod, stumbling like a novice over the choice of an adverb.

He didn’t bother to point it out, but went straight to the heart of it. ‘You’re the Commander; you don’t have to stand in awe of any of us. What are we? We’re good at our jobs but we aren’t research geniuses; our work is programmed, year for year of the trip, and we’re trained like robots to do it exactly, but you are the all-purpose handyman who actually runs the household. We can afford spiky personalities and petulant grievances, but you’re the one who has to put up with them and smooth them over and smack a recalcitrant bottom where necessary. You have to be final court of appeal, a little austere and removed as becomes the archetypal arbiter, but with warmth available. My bet is that they gave you the job because you are capable of those things.’

I could have told him differently, but I said, ‘I can’t talk to them. I have a good lay knowledge of all the disciplines but with these men I can only stand at the foot of the ivory tower, shouting up.’ I had enough restraint not to add a bitter ‘just as it was at home’, but substituted something in retrospect nearly as bad: ‘My most profound comment on their work would be a naïvety.’

‘So you feel baffled.’

It was wise in him not to say ‘inferior’. Or perhaps he knows by now that I feel inferior to no man. I nodded.

‘Because they don’t make the first approach?’

‘I’m the outsider, the non-specialist. And in fact I’m not much of a social animal.’

‘So that’s one part of the Commander personality, the removed and austere bit. Don’t let it dominate. For the rest, you are the supreme specialist aboard. You are the only one who can take us home when the course programming has to be corrected and the only one who can get us round Barnard’s Star in an orbit that will fit the research curriculum. Without you we are useless. Make us understand it.’ And while I stared, aware of exaggerations and suspicious of deviousness, he added, ‘But please do it gently.’

It was an unconscionable buttering-up. Fraser is quite capable of the calculations and so is Ewan, but neither could manage them with the simplicity of approach that has been trained into me, and either would have to abandon much of his other work in order to handle them at all.

Still, it adds up to an egalitarian aspect that hadn’t impinged previously, and he left me thinking about it. Under doctor’s orders to turn myself into a good Commander.

Why did they choose such a man? There must have been good reasons and he knows them. But what is it he knows?

Day 20 and the sun only a brilliant star. Life in a steel womb sighs with boredom and I am becoming a compulsive writer.

The others are busy with their second round of activities and small tensions are developing over the allocation of computer time. Lindley and Doronin are probably attending to this – imperceptibly, as should be. The potential of a competent manipulative psychiatrist (I’m pretty sure they have both been trained in manipulative schools) is daunting, but sooner or later I will have to assert authority and require reports from them. And then try to decide what they have considered unnecessary – unwise? inappropriate? indiscreet? or plain contrary to private briefing? – to tell me.

Oh, yes, there was private briefing. I had plenty that no one else did. And so, I’ll lay, did each one.

What a bastard pack we were. In a condition of terrified peace we carried our wars underground – intrigue, espionage, counter-briefing – even in a UN project. At least we have gained freedom from that. But, dear Christ, the price was high …

I took Doronin with me yesterday on web inspection, and we slid up and down and around the frame in our waldo shells – Inspection Arid Maintenance External Manipulation Capsules to you, sir – for two hours of irrelevant checking and testing.

The purpose of this exercise is, of course, to give complement practice in identification and use of the magnetic tracks connecting the salient points where trouble might conceivably occur. Doing this six times a year, once with each member, will soon become a vast nonsense, but with Jim’s nasty little problem-and-answer session in mind I can use these dreary occasions to get closer to them, one by one. (Though there will be temptation, when his turn comes, to push Fraser under a passing meteor.)

I did well with Ivan once I had noticed his unwillingness to move without me close behind him; he is mildly agoraphobic and the sheer size of night sparks his discomfort. He asked too many artless questions about the magnetic tracks and the failsafe mechanisms of his shell; in all this emptiness his trust in the infallibility of engineering is diminished. It’s a safe bet that he was repressing a vision of tiny Ivan floating helplessly away from the web, slowly starving while the inexorable air recycler refused a gentle death by anoxia.

We were almost chummy after an hour or so of permitting myself a shadowy role of daddy walking sonny boy. I didn’t make him look to me; he wanted to, so I let him.

I won’t tell Jim. He wouldn’t appreciate me as professional competition, and I want his good will.

All the time out there I was haunted by the old ‘blowing your way on a klaxon’ chestnut. It is too bloody accurate. The monopole flare may be a thousand feet in diameter and the horn a monstrous mile long, but the klaxon shape is there. It serves to remind that man’s supreme technological achievement is a clumsy agglomeration of mostly inefficient junk.

We went up past the steering jets to the limits of safe approach, a metre or so from the lip of the flare and its magnet rim. There, looking forever into the starfield, I realised Columbus as she really is …

Not a ship of metal but a shape of forces.

A blind, hungry maw, with the cone of the monopole extending the insatiable throat thousands of miles ahead, trapping and ingesting dust and gas and charged particles – sucking in and accelerating them and feeding them to the smaller monopoles in the body of the horn, to be whirled in the vortex which makes of the whole structure a helical accelerator until, concentrated in a white-hot stream of brutally enhanced mass and velocity, they are ejected through the tail vent at almost the speed of light.

And so Columbus moves.

Then the cartoon strip of seven self-satisfied little men puffing along intervened, and with it the incredulous amusement of the cosmos.

That was the end of the Raft clip.

Some introspection and a bundle of mystification; much arrogance muffling itself in ‘self-knowledge’. Even a paranoid touch, or is that the occupational disease of command? Not a very nice man, I suspect – but which of us is in his moments of unwitting revelation?

Writes well; even stylishly. No doubt the whole journal makes a useful record. Well, well, continued in our next.

He took up the next clip.
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From the mentascript recording of Doctor James Lindley, surgeon and socio-manipulative psychiatrist:


(Collator’s Note: We did not think that the twentieth century had done more than conceive of the possibility of direct thought-recording. The Columbus instrument is crude, possibly an experimental model; no mention of its existence has so far been located in archives. The recording is loaded with mental noise which has been sifted with some difficulty; it was necessary for the user to sub-vocalise to establish a recording line strong enough to override his own background noise. Transcription was by print-out; direct feed to another brain was not possible with this machine.

Lindley was not an experienced operator, as is witnessed by the rambling nature of the recording which he seems to have used as a personal journal as well as for notes of observations, with little separation of the two. Punctuation and paragraphing are by the transcribing technician.)



Oh, the indignant tone! World cataclysms don’t change the urge to oneupmanship. Now, Mister Lindley …

Hello, little machine, disgusting snooper in a black box! You photographer of souls, you make man at last the pilferer of his own mind; in you the fleeting thought becomes evidence and menace; privacy is finally dead. I use you of my own will (albeit unwillingly) but how soon will your electrodes be clamped on some protesting head? One thing a man cannot do is stop thinking. There is no defence.

I had never heard of such a machine until this one was so slyly added to my equipment list, but I wonder if Doronin has one like it. Surely the spies spy on each other and silently jot their secrets. Quis custodiet …? They do it themselves, of course.

To be safe in 1990 ‘don’t move’ is no longer enough.

Don’t think.

Better still, don’t live.

But that won’t be enough; soon they’ll be able to extract knowledge from corpses. Wonderful biology, and its new handmaiden, psycho-electronics!

Perhaps by 2032 the whole place will be a radio-active puddle, and that may be for the best.

How nearly you were right. But there are worse things than radio-activity – equally lethal and infinitely more degrading. You’ll be a sick man when you find out what we did.

If we come home to holocaust we can always go somewhere else; fuel is the one thing we won’t run short of while entropy still dawdles down. That is, if there is anywhere else to go; how much chance of striking the one-in-a-million habitable world?

However, back to my spying.

The private quarters are, of course, utterly private. Each specimen has a retiring hole. For reading. Or keeping a diary. Or masturbating or whatever. Utterly private.

Except that some lies have been told. At least one cabin is bugged, undetectably unless walls and ceiling are torn out to bare the leads. Camera and microphone are not objects but sensitised areas of those same walls and ceiling. The recording apparatus is in my cabin and the bugged cabin is Albert’s.

The system is so new that no word has so far leaked to the journals or the electronic world. Which raises a question: who does it belong to? To Britain, whom I represent? To Australia, wishing to keep an eye on its man? To the UN which in frail, frail theory bosses all of us?. Or even to one of the others, playing a tortuous game? Due to the system of anonymity hilariously devised to give parity of authority to the participating nations I don’t so much as know from whom half my orders have emanated.

But someone requires a report on Albert, psychological and physical, covering every aspect of his existence during the trip.

What’s so special about Albert?

Quite a lot, but not matters that would interest a government authority. But this I am sure of – that introverts are not the stuff of which great commanders are made. Albert will be effective because prod by jolt by coercion I will see to it; but he will be acting the role, not much taken with it.

So why was he chosen? There must be compensating qualities.

Qualities? Why not simple factual matters, unknown to us? Political wheels turn through a queer topology, even out here among the stately stars. Who, for instance, is making notes on James Lindley? Doronin? Why not Albert himself? Ha-bloody-ha!

So let me consider Senior Officer (Commander) Albert Raft, non-scientist, pilot, navigator, mathematical and mechanical jack of all trades, mother superior in posse.

Is he diffident of command? Fraser, our hotshot corn-pone astronomer, calls him ‘dinkum cobber’ to his face, and his pretence that it’s all in fun is only cover for his resentment of non-professional authority. Fraser is not stupid, merely self-ignorant. When I told him his imitation Australian slang is two generations out of date he replied, ‘So is Albert,’ meaning that laymen are just not up with the world.

Well, they never have been since the invention of politics, but neither have scientists. Fraser sees himself as a member of the coming intellectual élite when it arrives, as the portents say it will, but he may be in for a shock. IQ may not be the only requirement for membership.

But Albert is quiet, speaks when he has something to say, offers opinions only on subjects he knows – and always knows them exhaustively. The others, establishing pecking order, find him hard to peck while he, allowing himself perhaps one peck a week, infallibly draws blood.

He is capable of subtlety but some overt show of authority may soon be necessary, because nobody wants to be first to enter Slow Chamber.

Each wants to see whether the first sleeper turns black and dissolves into slime. They know he won’t, but primitive fear asks proof.

(Here there was a break, possibly indicating the end of a recording session or perhaps the excision of non-germane material.)

At thirty-four, Albert is the youngest man aboard – another social strike against him; the older men feel they should be able to peck him.

His father was a distinguished (as distinct from great or famous) mathematician, which may have some bearing on his facility for mental calculation. (Or is that Lysenkoism? Must ask Kulayev.)

His mother was something of a social scientist in a classy amateur way, good enough and forceful enough to be a thorn in the comfort of a succession of Australian governments. Her work in the aboriginal cause created a whole series of electoral frenzies.

My God, Annie Raft! That bitch his mother! She nearly drove the abos mad, too, in spite of the good she did. I think she wanted to be the Great White Queen of Black Australia. Poor bloody Albert.

He talks little about them or himself, but some reading between the words indicates that they identified with their work and had little time or feeling for the deeper instinct of child rearing. I guess at a lonely child, smothering beneath the weight of public-figure parents, picking his way through an environment alien to a child’s needs.

The boy seems to have had a great affection for a family friend, John Heathcote. Mysterious Heathcote of the Slow Chambers, of course. What was the man really doing that produced the Slow Chambers as a by-product? And where does little mate Albert come into it? Did it have anything to do with his selection as Commander? That would need more than plain or fancy nepotism. In any case, Heathcote has been kept damned near incommunicado; few have ever heard of him. So what was he doing?

I do love a good myst’ry, Mum! At least my spying will have some personal curiosity to disguise the shabby taste of it.

(A cut.)

Heathcote’s unknown work spins in my head. As a group, biologists are the most dangerous men alive. The bomb we’ve learned to live with and pollution we will handle. But biologists!

What they have achieved since the sixties is enough to put the fear of hellfire into Jehovah himself. Artificial inovulation, the gerontological drugs, brain regrowth and the mechanics of gene manipulation – these are already with us, imperfect and unready but with us.

They are only a beginning.

Consider the implications, and retch.

(A cut.)

Thirty-two days out and at last a little extra-curricular activity. Ivan and I are psychiatrists foremost; we didn’t expect much call on our services as GPs, but today it came.

(Here an interpolated note in Campion’s handwriting: ‘What the hell are or were GPs?’)

You might imagine you would have to work hard to injure yourself in a one-eighth gravity field. Not so. What breaks bones is not weight or impact, but torsion. Fraser, climbing flywise up a set of store racks instead of using the platform jack, caught his toe under a bottom ledge with an armful of photographic plates, came down on his arse and elbow, breaking the elbow and jarring his spine. To do it he must have been flailing like a manic windmill.

There’s not much serious about a clean break, though an elbow is a nasty place to have it, but his spine is painful and only rest and ray lamp will do much good. Therefore –

And here’s the rub.

Albert suggested putting him at once into Slow Chamber. The idea was right but hasty. We must be sure first that the break is knitting correctly, and it is better to wait until the time, some twenty days from now, when the first three will undergo decelerated living.

It was only a moment’s exchange of phrases but it made everybody suddenly aware of the imminence of sleep. And just as suddenly they came alive with reasons why their turns should be deferred, enlarging on the important work which will suffer from interruption at this critical time and … etc.

Such schemings among the intelligentsia will cut little ice with Albert, who can be a philistine bastard when he wants.

Fraser was not rostered for the vats so soon, but Albert can alter the listing if he considers the circumstances warrant it. It means placing an extra workload on Matthews but he accepts it placidly and has made complicated arrangements with Fraser for splitting and re-programming their responsibilities. Fraser was resigned and presented no problem, but he sparked one.

(Another cut. The narrative picked up again in mid-scene but it was plain what had occurred.)

Only Kulayev persisted in demanding deferment. He wasn’t noisy, only interminably reasonable in that fashion which makes refusal seem officious. Albert listened and said nothing at all, which is just as wearing a defence, until Pete talked himself into taking a step too far, pointing out in his still reasonable way that he could not be coerced.

‘I have free will and the list can be adjusted.’

Albert spoke at last and just as reasonably. ‘Only by making complicated accommodations with possible injustice to others. We must avoid that.’

Pete pushed error petulantly further. ‘You have authority now, Albert, but it will be all one in forty years’ time. In the long run you cannot force me against my wish.’

‘I can,’ said Albert, ‘unassisted.’

It was not a threat. A statement, almost amiable. And naked. Those hands and wrists could deal with any of us.

‘This is violent autocracy! You will have to answer for your actions eventually.’

‘It will be all one,’ said Albert, ‘in forty years’ time.’

Pete turned to Ivan, mutely asking backing, and Ivan, without readable expression, said a few sentences in Russian which froze Pete as though he had been assaulted in hard fact.

So much for the intelligentsia when they are afraid of the dark.

Later I asked Ivan what he had said. It was this, and I gather it sounds less stilted in Russian: ‘Does your psyche demand punishment? You asked for a spanking, saw the upraised hand and changed your mind. You should now be at peace.’

Ivan is a tradesman and knows when to be rough.

(A cut of, apparently, two or three weeks.)

I gather that the great problem with anabiotic freezing has been the cessation of the various metabolic functions at differing temperatures rather than all petering out comfortably at a given point. Differential regulation would have required several tons of machinery per vat to take over each relinquishing function and so keep the subject – sleeper? neo-corpse? cop-out? – minimally alive. And as much more for the revival process, involving complex mechanical massage, heart stimulation, muscle toning and God wot.

Heathcote’s chemical processes invade the functions at their seat of operation and bring them to harmonised activity with only a mild temperature drop (about ten degrees) to assist the slowing. All this is accomplished with a single bank of machinery about the size of a double wardrobe, into which the vat is sunk. And freezing is forever out of date.

Fraser was first to go. He didn’t like it any more than the others but had nerved himself to a show of insouciance, and of course overdid it.

With his still painful back and splinted arm, we had to help him into the plastic overall after going through the routine of plugging the orifices of the body (are you listening, Death?) which he resented stoically but which even a man with the use of both hands can’t do successfully for himself.

Ribald jokes all round.

Then we ran the tubes into his nostrils, sealed the overall and lowered him into the vat. He grinned comfortlessly as the transparent carapace closed over him; air hissed out as the lid lowered itself to the level of the immersion fluid.

Through the fluid a flexible arm snaked out, syringe-tipped, pierced the loose plastic and moved slowly over the left inner elbow, seeking a vein. And I wonder who devised that piece of mechanical magicianry? The soporific went in and the needle withdrew, hesitated a second as it heated and sealed the perforation in the plastic, and snapped into invisibility in the wall of the vat. Fraser seemed to sleep immediately; there was a low hum as the refrigerators started.

The rest was repetition of syringes entering and withdrawing as one by one the telltales lit to signify that a stage had been completed. It took about an hour. Fraser was very white but hadn’t the look of death; shallow breath, every couple of minutes, was perceptible if you watched for it.

We put the other two in simultaneously, Streich nervously talkative, Kulayev nervously silent. As Albert marked the resuscitation dates on the carapaces I couldn’t resist asking him, ‘Mechanical and electrical faults you can handle, but how about chemical upsets?’

He told me, blank-faced, ‘We’d have to wake them and hope we were in time.’

‘And if? There’s always an if.’

‘Then they die.’ He paused on that, then said, ‘And we break out the medical alcohol and get drunk and forget it for a couple of hours. For your interest, I helped design and build that machinery. It won’t fail.’

Did you indeed? Were you that close to Heathcote? Are the Slow Chambers relevant to what worries Ian? Is that what the ‘others’ are? Preservees?

Can Albert be as phlegmatic as he seems? Ivan has asked and I have made believe to wonder with him.

Albert isn’t.

At last I have done what breeding and instinct revolted against but which is part of my job; I have played back the film taken by his cabin camera. A dull business it has been, but productive after a fashion.

He reads, studies Russian and German from tapes and writes a lot. The ceiling camera catches most of what seems to be a private journal; I’ll have to read it some day, but not yet; even a psychiatrist shies from final indecencies when he does not understand the necessity for them.

The others appear in his cabin now and then but their visits show more about them than about him. He is not an outgoing type; I keep remembering the little son of brilliant parents, enduring solitude.

One scene, private to the point of acute embarrassment, enacted several times, holds my attention. I can make little of it and that little is only a dubious guess.

Albert stands before the mirror, birthday naked, observing himself in a series of gestures and postures. It is not a ritual; the movements are random, not repeated in a sequence, seemingly dictated by emotional whim. That is all, but what is he doing and why?

We know queerly little about each other. During our training we did not live together; we had private lives and weren’t together as much as it seemed. Each had special functions requiring separate preparation; even physical exercise was tutored individually by instructors who treated each according to his body’s need.

So we do not know what people in close contact usually know – what the others look like under their clothes. We know the obvious things – Kulayev is tall and thinnish, Streich inclines to pudginess, Albert is muscular – but I doubt whether any of us has seen the others stripped.

In Albert this seems important.

To the casual eye he is something of a shambles. He is fairly tall and you might guess his weight (wrongly) at seventy-five or so kilos. He is plain old-fashioned ugly; his is a coarse, over-nosed, over-mouthed, over-structured face, belonging to a wharf labourer who has had a hard life. Imagine if you can a wharfie who reads Russell, Plato, Pound and Joyce and will spend a happy hour splitting hairs in such realms as philology and the Minoan scripts – and likes to putter with machinery and to construct surreal models of indescribable visions from any material that comes to hand – and can play the piano with petrifying accuracy and no feeling for music whatsoever.

His hands, so dextrous and flexible, belong to a homicidal butcher and his shoes would be size 12.

His scruffiness is proverbial; at first I thought he simply had no clothes sense, but now I feel there is something deliberate about it, a meditated act of self-denigration. He can reduce a tailored suit to a flour sack simply by putting it on and in overalls he makes conventional shapelessness a joke.

Think of all that as Albert contorts before his mirror.

He is much bigger than he appears to be, having a physique to make the gods mutter surly envy. Yet he scowls at himself, examines himself with the distaste of someone picking over soiled underwear, and turns about and scowls again and flexes his hands and twists his torso and goes through a dozen meaningless acts.

But no behaviour is meaningless and this private performance could be crucial.

From the past comes a memory of a book called, I think, Goodnight, Sweet Prince. It seems that John Barrymore, a famous Hamlet of the first half of the century, had a pathological aversion to tights. Accordingly he stood for hours before his dressing-room mirror, loathing the tights and getting himself accustomed to them, feeling that he looked like a posturing fool and forcing himself to overcome the feeling before it should permeate his playing of the role. Apparently he succeeded, as his Hamlet is part of theatrical history.

What to make of a man who hates a body anyone else would trade a sizeable stretch of his years to possess? This could be the key to his personality. If so it will turn in time.

That was the end of the clip.

Q: Why did they give him command?

A: Because he was no use for anything else. QED.

Q: Why, then, was he sent at all?

A: To hold him on ice for forty-two years while the ‘others’ … did what?

In the back of Jackson’s mind a watchful imp leapt a gap of facts to land on an idea. Raft was thirty-four when he left and is forty-two (biological) age now. And it is forty-two years since they started out, so the ‘others’ …

The imp of intuition had done all it could. The coincidence was plain but not the connection.
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The next clip consisted of two sheets only, from Raft’s journal. They began: Fifty-three days from home …

Jackson was cheated, affronted, denied. Not even a prose-poem close-up of the red furnace of Barnard’s Star! Just a damned great jump to the end. I’ll have every word they preserved if it takes me a year to read them.

Fifty-three days from home and Columbus has behaved as a thing of perfection. In an age of planned obsolescence she was built to function at top performance for centuries and is bringing us home without creak or murmur.

It hasn’t been monotonous. The waking years were programmed to the limit and we needed every minute of them. Particularly Ewan who has had to do the work of two …

I must admit to having no difficulty in forgetting how we lost Gordon Fraser. He was an unbearable bastard. To the others he was an amusing personality, a joker and a teller of tales; to me he gave an unrelenting sarcastic bitching, as if my very presence insulted his professionalism.

Then one day he was no longer here. He woke from slow met on his third session, opened his eyes – and died. Looking back, it was an unsettling death. Just died – that was all.

We still don’t know why; the machine seemed in perfect
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