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CHAPTER ONE

METEOR

The house shook. A picture fell off a shelf, and its glass front smashed as it hit the floor. There was a very loud crash from outside the house.

Sally Fontain went to the window and opened the curtain. She looked out into the dark.

I can’t see anything,’ she said.

‘Noises like that remind me of the war,’ said Graham, to whom she was engaged. ‘Do you think somebody is starting a new one?’

As he was speaking, the door of the room opened and Sally’s father put his head in.

‘Did you hear that?’ he asked. ‘I think it was a small meteor. I saw a faint flash in the field beyond the garden. Let’s go and find it.’

They put on their coats, got their torches, and went out into the dark.

The object had hit the ground in the middle of the field. It had made a hole about two metres across. They looked into the hole, but could see nothing except newly disturbed earth. Sally’s dog, Mitty, was very interested in the earth and put her nose into it to smell it.

‘I’m sure it’s a small meteor, and it’s buried itself in the ground,’ said Sally’s father. ‘We’ll get some men to dig it out tomorrow.’

  *

From Onns’s Diary

The best way to introduce these notes on our journey is to report Great Leader Cottaft’s speech to us. On the day before we left Forta he called us all together and said:

Tomorrow, the Globes will go out. Tomorrow, the science and skill of Forta will win a victory over nature. There were other races on Forta before ours, but they could not control nature so they died as conditions changed. We have become stronger, and we have solved problem after problem. And now we must solve the most difficult problem of all. Forta, our world, is old and nearly dead. The end is near, and we must escape while we are still healthy and strong. We must find a new home and make sure our race survives.

‘Tomorrow the Globes will set out to search the heavens in every direction. Each one of you holds the whole history, art, science, and skill of Forta. Use this knowledge to help others. Learn from others, and add to Forta’s knowledge, if you can. If you do not use your knowledge and add to it, there will be no future for our race.

‘And if we are the only intelligent life in the universe, then you are responsible not only for our race, but for all intelligent life that may develop.

‘Go out into the universe, then. Go and be wise, kind, and truthful. Go in peace. Our prayers go with you.’

After the meeting I looked again through the telescope at the planet to which our Globe is being sent. It is a planet which is neither too young nor too old. It shines like a blue pearl because so much of it is covered with water. I am glad we are going to the blue planet; the other Globes are being sent to worlds that do not look so inviting.

I am full of hope. I no longer have any fear. I shall go into the Globe tomorrow, and the gas will put me to sleep. When I wake again, it will be in our shining new world. If I do not wake, something will have gone wrong, but I shall never know.

It is all very simple really - if we trust in God.

This evening I went down to look at the Globes for the last time before we board them. They are amazing! Our scientists have achieved the impossible. They are the largest things ever built. They are so heavy that they look more likely to sink into the surface of Forta than to fly off into space. It is hard to believe that we have built thirty of these metal mountains. But there they stand, ready for tomorrow.

Some of them will be lost. Oh, God, if ours survives, I hope that we can meet the challenges and satisfy the trust placed in us.

These may be the last words I shall ever write. If I do write again, it will be in a new world under a strange sky.

  *

‘It’s in the outhouse,’ Sally told the Police Inspector who had come to see the meteor, it didn’t go deep into the ground, so the men dug it out very quickly. And it wasn’t as hot as we expected, so they were able to carry it easily.’

She led the Inspector across the garden, with her father and Graham following. They all went into the outhouse, which was built of brick, with a floor of wooden boards. The meteor lay in the middle of the floor. It was less than a metre in diameter, and looked like an ordinary ball of metal.

I’ve informed the War Office,’ said the Inspector. ‘You were wrong to touch it, and you must leave it alone until the War Office expert has examined it. You say it’s a meteor, but it may be some kind of secret weapon.’

He turned away and they all started to go back into the garden. Just as he was going out of the door, the Inspector stopped.

‘What’s that hissing sound?’ he asked.

‘Hissing?’ repeated Sally.

‘Yes. A kind of hissing noise. Listen!’

They stood still. They could all hear the faint hissing that the Inspector was talking about. It was difficult to know where it was coming from, but they all turned and looked at the meteor.

Graham walked up to the metal ball, and bent over it with his right ear turned down to it.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘The noise is coming from the meteor.’

Then his eyes closed and he fell to the floor. The others ran to him and pulled him out of the outhouse. In the fresh air his eyes opened almost immediately.

‘What happened?’ he asked.

‘You’re sure the sound was coming from that thing?’ asked the Inspector.

‘Oh, yes. No doubt about it,’ said Graham as Sally helped him to stand up.

‘Did you smell anything strange?’ asked the Inspector.

‘Do you mean gas? No, I don’t think so,’ said Graham.

‘Hmm,’ said the Inspector. ‘Do meteors usually hiss, Mr Fontain?’

I don’t think so,’ said Sally’s father.

‘Neither do I,’ said the Inspector. ‘But I do think we should find somewhere safe to wait until the expert arrives.’

  *

From Onns’s Diary

I have just woken up. Has it happened, or have we failed to start? I cannot tell. Was it an hour ago that we entered the Globe? Or was it a day, or a year, or a century? It cannot have been an hour ago. I am sure of that, because my body is tired and aching. However, it seems only a short time ago that we climbed the long passage into the Globe and went to our places. Each one of us found his or her compartment and crawled into it. I fastened myself into my compartment. Its plastic walls filled with air and pushed against me, protecting me against shock from all directions. I lay and waited. One moment I lay there fresh and strong. The next moment, it seemed, I was tired and aching.

The journey must have ended. The machines have replaced the sleeping-gas with fresh air. The sides of my compartment are empty of air. We must have arrived on that beautiful, shining blue planet, with Forta only a tiny light in our new heavens. I feel full of hope. Until now, my life has been spent on a dying planet. Here, there is a world to build and a future to build for.

I can hear our machines at work, opening the long passage which had been filled for the journey. What shall we find, I wonder? Whatever this world is like, we must not betray our trust. We each possess a million years of history, and a million years of knowledge. All this must be preserved.

This planet is very young, and if we do find intelligent life, it will be only at its beginning. We must find them and make friends with them. They may be very different from us, but we must remember that this is another world. It would be very wicked to hurt any kind of life on its own planet. If we find any such life, our duty is to teach, and to learn, and to work with them. Perhaps one day we shall build a world even more civilized than Forta’s own …

  *

‘And what’, asked the Inspector, is that, Sergeant Brown?’

it’s a cat, sir,’ Sergeant Brown replied.

I can see it’s a cat,’ said the Inspector, I want to know what you’re doing with it.’

I thought the War Office people might want to examine it, sir,’ he said.

‘Do you really think the War Office is interested in dead cats?’ the Inspector asked. The sergeant explained.

I went into the outhouse to check on the meteor,’ he said, I tied a rope round my waist so that my men could pull me out through the door if there was any gas. I crawled up to the ball, but the gas had gone. I put my ear close to the meteor but the hissing had stopped. Instead of the hissing there was a different noise - a faint buzzing.’

‘Buzzing?’ repeated the Inspector. ‘Are you sure you don’t mean hissing?’

‘No, sir,’ the sergeant replied. ‘This was a noise like an electric cutting machine being used a long way away. Anyhow, the noise made me think that the ball was still active. I ordered my men to move into a safe place behind that bank of earth in the garden. Then it was lunch time, so we ate our sandwiches. We saw the cat near the shed, and it must have got in somehow. After I’d finished my sandwiches, I went into the shed to check on the meteor again. That’s when I saw the cat lying near the meteor.’

‘Was it killed by gas?’ the Inspector asked.

The sergeant shook his head. ‘No, sir. That’s what’s strange about it. Look at this.’

He put the cat on the ground, and lifted its head. A small circle of black fur had been burnt away under the chin. In the centre of the burn was a very tiny hole. Then he gently bent the head back again. He pointed to an exactly similar circle and hole on the top of the cat’s head. He took a thin, straight wire from his pocket, and put it into the hole under the chin. The wire went through and came out of the other hole at the top of the head.

‘Can you explain that, sir?’ the sergeant asked.

The Inspector frowned. A very small gun, firing tiny bullets from very close to the fur, might have made one of the wounds. But a bullet does not make a neat hole, or burn fur, as it leaves a body. So the two tiny holes could not be the entrance and exit places of the same bullet. Could two of these tiny bullets have been fired in exactly the same line from above and below? No, that was nonsense.

‘I’ve no idea what made these marks, sergeant,’ admitted the Inspector. ‘Have you any suggestions?’

‘None at all, sir,’ replied the sergeant.

‘And what’s happening to the thing now? Is it still buzzing?’ the Inspector asked.

‘No, sir. There wasn’t a sound coming from it when I found the cat.’

‘Hmm.’ The Inspector made a worried noise, I hope the War Office expert comes soon.’

  *

From Onns’s Diary

This is a terrible place! Is this really the beautiful blue planet that promised so much? We are by far the most advanced race there has ever been, but we are terrified by the horrible monsters around us.

We are hiding in a dark cave. There are nine hundred and sixty-four of us. There were a thousand. This is how we lost the others.

The machines clearing the passage out of the Globe stopped. We crawled out of our compartments and met in the centre hall of the Globe. Sunss, our leader, made a short speech. He reminded us that we must be brave as we went into the unknown. We were the seed of the future, and we were responsible for taking Forta into the future. We went through the long passage, and left the Globe. How can I describe this terrible world? It is a dull and shadowy place, although it is not night-time. What little light there is comes from a huge square hanging in the sky. The square is divided into four smaller squares by two black bars.

We stood on a very wide level plain, but a plain such as I have never seen before. We could not see an end to it, whichever way we looked. It was made of rows of straight, endless, parallel roads all going the same way. (I call them roads, because they looked like roads, but each one was much wider than any road I have ever seen.) Each road was divided from the next by a deep, straight cutting as wide as my height. The man next to me said that we had come into a world of straight lines lit by a square sun. I told him he was talking nonsense. However, I could not explain what I saw.

Suddenly we heard a noise, and looked towards it. We saw an enormous face looking at us from round the Globe. It was high above us, and it was black. It had two pointed ears, the size of towers, and two huge, shining eyes.

As the monster came towards us round the Globe, we saw its legs, which were like great columns. We turned to run away, so great was our terror. Then the monster moved like lightning. A huge black paw, suddenly showing long, sharp claws, smacked down. When the paw was raised again, twenty of our men and women were no more than marks on the ground. The paw came down again. Eleven more of us were killed.

Sunss, our leader, ran forward and stood between the monster’s front paws. His fire-tube was in his hands. He aimed and fired. I thought the weapon would have no effect on such a huge creature, but Sunss knew better. Suddenly the monster’s head went up, and then the creature dropped dead.

And Sunss was under it. He was a very brave man.

We chose Iss as our next leader. He decided we must find a place of safety as soon as possible. Once we had found one, we could remove our records, instruments and equipment from the Globe. He started to lead us forward along one of the wide roads.

After travelling a very long way, we reached the bottom of a cliff. It went straight up in front of us. Its surface was made up of strangely regular blocks of rock. We walked along the bottom of the cliff, and found a cave, which went a long way into the cliff and to both sides. Again, the cave was very regular in shape and height. Perhaps the man who spoke about the world of straight lines was not as stupid as he seemed …

Anyway, here we are safe from monsters like the one that killed Sunss. The cave is too narrow for those huge paws to reach inside.

Later. A terrible thing has happened! Our Globe has gone.

While Iss had taken a group to explore the cave, the rest of us were on guard at the entrance. We could see our Globe, and the great black monster lying close to it. Then a strange thing happened. Suddenly the plain became lighter. Then there was a noise like thunder, and everything around us shook. A huge object came down on the dead monster and removed it from our sight. The light suddenly faded again.

I cannot explain these things; none of us can understand them. All I can do is to keep an accurate record.

It was some time later when the worst possible thing happened. Again the plain became suddenly lighter and the ground shook. I looked out of the cave, and saw something that I can still hardly believe. Four huge creatures, compared with which the previous monster was very small, were approaching the Globe. I know that nobody will believe this, but they were three or four times the height of our enormous Globe! They bent over it, put their front legs to it, and lifted that unbelievably heavy ball of metal from the ground. Then the ground shook again even more violently as they walked away carrying the extra weight.

Our Globe, with all the precious things in it, is lost. We have nothing now with which to start building our new world. It is bitter to have worked so hard and come so far for this …

But there was more sorrow to come. Two of the group who had gone with Iss returned with a dreadful story. Behind the cave they had found a large number of wide tunnels, full of the dirt and smell of some unknown creatures. As the group went through the tunnels, they were attacked by six-legged, and sometimes eight-legged, creatures of horrible appearance. Many of these were a great deal larger than themselves, and had huge claws and teeth. However, the creatures, though very fierce, were not intelligent, and were soon killed by our fire-tubes.

Iss found open country beyond the tunnels, and decided to come back and fetch us. It was then that the next dreadful thing happened. They were attacked by fierce grey creatures about half the size of the first monster. These creatures were probably the builders of the tunnels. There was a terrible battle in which nearly all our men were killed before the monsters were beaten. Only two men survived to bring us the bad news.

We have chosen Mum as our new leader. He has decided we must go forward through the tunnels to the open country beyond. The plain behind us is empty, the Globe has gone, and if we stay here we shall starve.

We pray to God that beyond the tunnels we shall find a world that is not mad and evil like this one.

Is it too much we ask - simply to live, to work, and to build, in peace…?

  *

Two days later Graham went to see Sally and her father again.

I thought I’d tell you the latest news about your meteor,’ he said.

‘What do the War Office experts say it was?’ asked Mr Fontain.

‘They really don’t know,’ said Graham. ‘But they’re sure it wasn’t a meteor. At first they thought it was simply a solid hall of some unknown metal. Then they found a hole, which was smooth and about a centimetre across, going straight into the middle of the ball. They decided to cut the ball in half to see if the hole led to anything.’

‘And did it?’ asked Sally.

‘Yes,’ Graham replied. ‘The ball wasn’t solid, after all. The outside was certainly made of metal, about fifteen centimetres thick. Then there were three or four centimetres of soft, fine dust. This dust protected the inside of the ball from heat. It does this job so well that the War Office experts are very interested in it - it’s better than anything they’ve got. Then there was a thinner layer of metal. Inside that was a layer of soft, plastic material, like a lot of tiny bags all attached to each other. But there was nothing in any of the bags. Then there was another belt of metal about five centimetres wide, divided into compartments. These compartments were packed with all sorts of things. There were tiny tubes, packets of seeds, and different kinds of powders, which were spilled when the ball was cut open. Lastly there was a ten-centimetre space in the very middle, divided by a large number of very thin, flat sheets of metal. Otherwise this central space was entirely empty.

‘So that’s the secret weapon! It disappointed the War Office people, as it won’t explode. Now they’re asking each other what’s the purpose of such a thing. If you have any ideas, I’m sure they would be very happy to hear them.’

‘That’s disappointing,’ said Mr Fontain. I was sure it was a meteor, until it started hissing.’

‘One of the experts thinks that it may be an artificial meteor. But the other experts disagree. They say that if something was sent across space, it would be for a purpose we could understand. And nobody can make any sense of this hollow metal ball.’

‘An artificial meteor built to visit us is much more exciting than a secret weapon,’ said Sally, it gives us hope that one day we could travel in space ourselves … How wonderful it would be to do that! All those people who hate war, and secret weapons, and cruelty, could go to a clean, new planet. We could set out in a huge spaceship, and we could start a new life. We’d be able to leave behind all the things that are making this poor old world worse and worse. All we’d want is a place where people could live, and work, and build, and be happy. And if we could only start again, what a lovely, peaceful world we might—’

She stopped suddenly, interrupted by the sound of a dog barking angrily outside. She jumped up as the barking changed to a long cry of pain.

‘That’s Mitty!’ she said. ‘What on earth—?’

She ran out of the house, and the two men followed her. She was the first to see her small white dog lying on the grass beside the outhouse wall. She ran towards it, calling; but the little animal did not move.

‘Oh, poor Mitty,’ Sally said, I think she’s dead!’

She went down on her knees beside the dog’s body.

‘She is dead!’ she said, I wonder what—’ She suddenly stood up, put her hand to her leg, and held it tight. ‘Oh, something has stung me. Oh, it hurts.” There were tears of pain in her eyes as she rubbed her leg.

‘What on earth—?’ began her father, looking down at the dog. ‘What are all those things? Ants?’

Graham bent down to look.

‘No, they’re not ants,’ he said, I don’t know what they are.’

He picked up one of the tiny creatures to look at it more closely.

It was a strange-looking little thing. Its body was an almost perfect half of a ball, with the flat side underneath. The round top was pink and shiny. It was like an insect, except that it had only four legs, which were very short. It had no separate head, but it had two eyes on the edge where the curved top of its body met the bottom.

As they looked at it, it stood up on two of its legs, showing a pale flat underside. In its front legs it seemed to be holding a bit of grass or thin wire.

Graham felt a sudden burning pain in his hand.

‘Hell!’ he exclaimed, shaking the creature off his hand. ‘The little horrors certainly can sting. I don’t know what they are, but they’re dangerous things to have in the garden or the house. Have you got any insect-killer?’

‘Yes. There’s a tin in the kitchen,’ Mr Fontain told him.

Graham ran to the kitchen, and hurried back with the tin in his hand. He looked around, and found several hundreds of the little pink creatures crawling towards the wall of the outhouse. He shook the tin, and sent a cloud of insect-killer over them.

The three people watched as the little creatures crawled more and more slowly. Some of them turned over, weakly waving their legs in the air. Then they lay still.

‘We won’t have any more trouble from them,’ Graham said. ‘Horrible little creatures! I’ve never seen anything like them - I wonder what on earth they were?’




CHAPTER TWO

DUMB MARTIAN

Duncan Weaver bought Lellie from her parents for £1,000. That is what really happened, but, of course, by law nobody is allowed to buy anyone else. So we must say this: Lellie’s parents said that she could go and work for Duncan Weaver, and he paid them £1,000 because she would no longer be helping them.

He had expected to pay only £600, or at the most £700. All the Earth people living on the planet Mars had said that this was a fair amount. But the first three Martian families he had spoken to would not let their daughters go. The next family wanted £1,500, and would not change their minds. Lellie’s family had started at £1,500, too, but they had reduced the amount when Duncan had made it clear that he would not pay that price.

Although Duncan had not wanted to pay as much, he was still pleased with what he had got. His appointment was for five years, so Lellie would only cost him £200 a year at worst. In fact, he was sure he would be able to sell her for £400 or £500 at the end of his appointment. So he would get cheap service for five years.

His appointment was as Station Officer on Jupiter IV/II. The planet Jupiter was so huge that its moons had moons of their own. Jupiter IV/II was the second largest moon going round Jupiter’s fourth largest moon.

Duncan went to his Company’s Agent on Mars, and asked if Lellie could travel with him on the spaceship to Jupiter. The Agent told Duncan that there was room on the ship, and added that the Company would send extra food for Lellie at a cost of £200 a year. This was very cheap, as the Company liked its workers to have a companion. A person entirely on his own was more likely to go mad from loneliness. But Duncan had not thought of having to buy food for Lellie, and he was shocked to find that she would cost him an extra £1,000 over the five years. However, he realized he would have to agree to the Agent’s suggestion.

‘Good,’ said the Agent. ‘I’ll arrange the food and her place on the spaceship. All you need is a passport for her, and they’ll provide that as soon as you show them your marriage certificate.’

Duncan stared at the Agent.

‘Marriage certificate!’ he exclaimed. ‘What! Me marry a Martian?’

The Agent frowned. ‘You can’t get a passport without it. And nobody can move from planet to planet without a passport. It’s one of the anti-slavery laws. If you aren’t married to her, you might be planning to sell her. You might even have bought her.’

‘What, me!’ Duncan protested, his face looking completely innocent.

‘Even you,’ said the Agent. ‘A marriage licence will only cost you another £10.’

Duncan went back to the Agent’s office two days later, and put the marriage certificate and the passport on the Agent’s desk. The Agent looked closely at them.

‘Good. They’re OK,’ said the Agent, I can complete the arrangements now. My fee is £100.’

‘Your fee! What the—?’ Duncan began.

I’m sure you don’t want anything to upset your arrangements,’ the Agent interrupted gently.

‘One dumb Martian is costing me a great deal,’ said Duncan. He didn’t add that he’d had to pay £100 for the passport.

‘Dumb?’ said the Agent, looking at him enquiringly.

‘Yes,’ said Duncan, I mean it in both ways. She doesn’t say anything, and she’s stupid. Martians aren’t very intelligent.’

‘Hmm,’ said the Agent. ‘You’ve never lived here, have you? They act as if they’re not very intelligent, and the shape of their faces makes them look dumb, too. But don’t forget that they were a very clever race once. Long before we arrived here, they’d stopped bothering to think. Their planet was dying, and they were content to die with it.’

‘Well,’ said Duncan, ‘this one’s rather young to sit and die. She’s only about twenty. She’s so dumb that she didn’t even know what was happening at her own wedding!’

Later, Duncan found that he had to spend another £100 on clothes and other things for her. In the end the total bill for Lellie was £2,310. A lively, intelligent girl would have been worth that amount, but Lellie … However, once he had paid the first £1,000, he could not have escaped the rest. He comforted himself by thinking of the £5,000 a year, tax free, that he would be earning. That would be £25,000 in five years, and he could not spend any of it on Jupiter IV/II. On that lonely moon even Lellie would be a companion - of a sort.

The First Officer called Duncan into the control-room to look at his future home.

‘There it is,’ he said, pointing to the viewing screen.

They looked at the hard, dark surface. Jupiter IV/II was nothing more than a lump of rock, about sixty kilometres round.

Duncan left the control-room and went towards the restaurant. On his way he put his head into his compartment. Lellie was lying on her bed, and when she saw him she sat up.

She was small, and was hardly more than one and a half metres tall. Her face and her hands were very delicate. Her eyes were unnaturally large and round, so that she always looked innocent and surprised. Her ears were long, and hung down below her brown hair, which was touched with red. Her skin was very pale, and looked paler because of the bright red colour she wore on her lips.

‘You can start packing,’ he told her. ‘Packing?’ she repeated doubtfully, in a curiously deep voice.

‘Yes. Pack,’ Duncan said. He showed her what he meant by putting some clothes into a suitcase. Her expression did not change, but she understood.

‘We are here?’ she asked.

‘We are nearly here,’ he replied. ‘So start work on the packing.’

Duncan went out and shut the door. He pushed with one foot, and went floating down the passage that led to the restaurant and general living-room.

Lellie reached down for her shoes with the magnetic bottoms. She put them on before standing up. They fixed themselves to the floor, and made her feel as if there was gravity on board the ship. She had never felt confident in the weightless conditions of the spaceship. She stood up, and looked at herself in the wall mirror. Though her arms and legs and shoulders were slight, her chest was very big compared with an Earth-woman’s. Martian lungs needed to be large as the air was very thin on their planet. Lellie was a lovely Martian shape, but it was not a shape Earth people would choose to have.

Lellie turned away, and began to pack.

Then the Captain announced over the public address system that the side-rockets would be used in five minutes’ time to begin the landing on Jupiter IV/II.

Duncan watched the screen as the huge, lifeless, cruel, boring lump of rock came closer and closer. Its temperature was many degrees below zero. There was no life of any sort on it. There was no gravity, no air and no water. To be exact, there was one living thing on the rock, and the equipment in his house produced air and water for him. Duncan could see that one person on the screen. He was dressed in his heated space-suit, and was dancing and waving to the spaceship as it dropped slowly down towards the landing area. He was at the end of his five-year appointment, and Duncan was taking his place.

Behind the man Duncan could see his house, a round dome, on a large area of flat rock. And behind that were some smaller buildings of the same shape. Around the landing area stood a number of containers shaped like rockets. Duncan thought bitterly that these rocket-like containers were the reason why he had to spend five years alone on a large ball of rock.

Soon after space travel began, companies stopped building spaceships with huge reserves of fuel and very thick skins for taking off and landing on the larger planets. Instead, they built spaceships to travel between moons, real or artificial, with little or no atmosphere or gravity. These ships were much lighter, cheaper to build, and needed much less fuel. People and articles were moved from the moons to the planets in rocket-driven containers of various types. The moons were called way-load stations. A busy way-load station employed a number of people. An unimportant station, like Jupiter IV/II, had infrequent visits from spaceships - once every eight or nine months. Only one person was needed to meet the spaceships, control the rocket flights, and manage the communication equipment.

Duncan left the screen, and went to his compartment.

‘We’re here,’ he told Lellie. ‘Put on your space-suit.’

She looked at him with her round eyes. Neither they nor her face showed him what she was thinking, or how she felt. She simply said: ‘Space-suit. Yes - OK.’

She could not say the letter ‘s’ properly, so the words came out as, ‘Thpathe-thuit. Yeth.’ Duncan hardly noticed this particular fault in her limited English. He never spoke to her except to give orders, and she said very little.

The man whose place Duncan was taking showed them over the way-load station. They reached the dome-house, and went into the airlock. The man knew from experience exactly how long he had to stand in the airlock while it filled with air. He opened his face-plate without bothering to check the dial. He was watching Lellie the whole time.

I wish I’d brought one,’ he said. ‘She’d have been very useful for doing odd jobs, as well. You couldn’t bring a woman from Earth to a place like this, but a Martian is different.’

He opened the inner door of the airlock, and led them through.

‘Here it is, and you’re welcome to it,’ he said.

There was plenty of space in the main living-room, though it was curved because of the shape of the house. It was also so very untidy that Duncan was disgusted by its state.

I meant to clean it up,’ the man said, ‘but I always postponed the job.’ He looked at Lellie. Her expression did not show what she thought of the room. ‘You can never tell what Martians are thinking, or whether they are thinking,’ he added unhappily.

Duncan agreed: I think this one looked surprised when she was born, and has looked surprised ever since.’

The other man continued to look at Lellie. Then he looked at a line of photographs of Earth-women pinned to one wall.

‘Martians are a strange shape,’ he said. ‘But I must show you the rest of the place.’

He showed them the other rooms in the dome.

It’s an easy job here,’ he said. ‘Soil is the only thing they send up here for the spaceship to collect. There’s a lot of rare metals in it. They tell you when a container is on the way, and you switch on the radio control to bring it in. Sending things the other way is easy, as well. It’s all written down, so you just do as the book says.’ He looked round the room. ‘There’s everything you need in this dome. There are hundreds of books. Do you read?’

‘No, I’ve never enjoyed reading very much,’ said Duncan.

‘Well, it helps,’ said the other man. ‘There are hundreds of records, too. Do you listen to music?’

I like a good tune,’ said Duncan.

‘Hmm. They can drive you crazy after a while. You’d do better with serious music. Do you play chess?’ He pointed to a chess board with the pieces on it.

‘No,’ said Duncan.

‘That’s a pity,’ said the other man. ‘There’s an Officer on Jupiter IV who plays a good game. We play by radio. He’ll be disappointed that you won’t be able to take over from me. However, if I’d brought a companion with me as you have, perhaps I wouldn’t have been interested in chess.’ He was looking at Lellie as he said this, and he continued: ‘What do you think she’ll do here apart from amusing you and doing the cooking?’

Duncan had not considered this question.

‘Oh, she’ll be OK, I expect,’ he replied. ‘These Martians are naturally dumb. They’ll sit for hours doing nothing. It’s a gift they’ve got.’

‘Well, it’ll be a very useful gift in this place,’ said the other man.

While the two men were talking, the crew of the spaceship were completing their work. They loaded the metal-rich soil and checked all the equipment on the way-load station and in the house. They unloaded food, and air containers. They filled the water holders. At last they were satisfied that all the systems were working perfectly.

Duncan watched the spaceship take off. She went straight up, with her jets pushing her gently. Then the main driving rockets began to throw out white flame. She suddenly went faster, and before long she was a tiny point of light disappearing into the distance.

Inside his heated space-suit Duncan felt suddenly cold. Never before had he felt so much alone. The cruel, dead

heights of the bare, sharp rocks of his moon rose above him. There was nothing like them on Earth or Mars. The black sky that was endless space stretched out around him. In it, his own sun, and numberless other suns, burned endlessly without reason or purpose. The unchanging millions of years, and millions of kilometres, stretched out before and behind him. His life, indeed all life, was like a tiny bit of dust dancing for a short moment in the light of the suns that lasted for ever. Never before had he been so much aware of the loneliness of space.

‘What does it all mean, anyhow?’ he asked himself. ‘Why is it here? Why are we here?’

He shook his head, and turned his back on space. He moved towards the dome and went in.

As the other man had told him, the job was easy. Occasionally Jupiter IV would inform him that a container was being sent to him. Otherwise, once he had packed away the articles the spaceship had left, or sent them off in containers to Jupiter IV, he had nothing to do.

He invented a programme of work for himself, but as most of it consisted of unnecessary checking, he soon stopped doing it.

There were times when Duncan wondered whether bringing Lellie with him had been a good idea. She certainly kept the house tidy, but her cooking was no better than his. And she was no fun as a companion. Her appearance began to put him in a bad temper … And so did the way she moved … And the silly way she talked in what she thought was English … And her silences when she didn’t talk … And that he would have been £2,310 richer without her.

She made no effort to improve her appearance to suit his ideas. When he told her about the colour she used on her face, or the way she wore her hair, she seemed to agree, but did nothing to change it.

One day, he showed her pictures of an Earth-woman, and told her to model her hair on the picture.

‘I know you can’t help being a stupid Martian,’ he said, ‘but you can at least rry to look like a real woman.’

‘Yith - OK,’ she said, sounding neither angry nor enthusiastic.

‘And stop talking like a baby,’ Duncan told her. it’s not “yith”, it’s “yes”. Y-E-S, yes. So say “yes”.’ ‘Yith,’ said Lellie.

‘No. Put your tongue further back, like this,’ Duncan said. He tried to teach her, but she could not make the V sound and Duncan began to get angry.

‘You’re doing it on purpose, and making a fool of me,’ he shouted. ‘Be careful! Now, say “yes”.’

The girl hesitated, looking at his angry face. Then she tried again.

‘Yeth,’ she said.

He hit her across the face, and she nearly fell. The magnetic plates on her shoes were pulled off the floor, and with no gravity to hold her, she sailed across the room and hit the opposite wall. Duncan went after her, caught her, put her down on to the floor, and held her by the collar. He shook her.

‘Try again,’ he ordered.

She tried. At last she succeeded in saying ‘Yeths’. Duncan let her go.

‘You can do it when you try, you see,’ he said, deciding he had done enough for one day. ‘You need to be punished more often, then you’ll do as I ask.’

She went out of the room, holding her bruised face.

Sometimes in the months that followed Duncan wondered whether he would complete his five-year appointment. Time went very slowly. He had never learned to enjoy reading; he soon became bored by the pop music records, and he did not know how to listen to the others. For long periods the radio reception was so bad that there was nothing to listen to. He taught himself chess from a book, and then taught Lellie. His idea was to practise on her and then to challenge the man on Jupiter IV. But once she had learned how to play, Lellie always beat him. He decided that he did not have the right kind of mind for the game. Instead, he taught her how to play a difficult game of cards. But he soon stopped playing that as well; Lellie almost always seemed to get the best cards.

Duncan hated Jupiter IV/II and every minute he had to spend on it. He was angry with himself, and everything Lellie did annoyed him. He was especially annoyed by the fact that she seemed able to accept the problems of their life better than he could. She showed no anger or boredom. And all because she was a dumb Martian! It was unfair.

‘Can’t you make that silly face of yours mean something?’ he shouted at her. ‘Can’t you laugh or cry? Anyone could go mad looking at a face that never changes. I know you can’t help being dumb, but at least try to put some expression into your face. Come on, smile.’ Her mouth moved very slightly.

‘That’s not a smile. Look at this,’ he said, and forced his face into a huge smile.

‘No,’ she said. ‘My face isn’t rubber like an Earth face.’

‘Rubber!’ he repeated, very angry, I’ll teach you not to speak like that, and I’ll teach you to smile.’

He raised his hand.

Lellie put her hands up to protect her face. ‘No!’ she protested. ‘No - no - no!’

On the day that Duncan completed eight months at his way-load station, he received a message saying that a spaceship would be landing soon.

The ship landed exactly on time. Duncan was excited to see other people, although the spaceship landed only for routine business. There was, however, one unusual happening.

‘We’ve brought a surprise for you,’ the Captain told Duncan. He turned to a man standing beside him and said:

‘This is Dr Winter. He’ll be staying with you for a time.’

‘How d’you do?’ said Alan Winter. ‘The Company has sent me to do some tests on the rocks. I’ll be here for about a year. I hope you don’t mind.’

Duncan said the usual things - Alan was very welcome … it would be good to have some company … and so on. Then he took the other man on a tour of the station.

Alan Winter was surprised when he saw Lellie; clearly nobody had told him about her. Duncan took no notice of her and went on talking, but Alan Winter interrupted him and said:

‘Won’t you introduce me to your wife?’

Duncan did so, but he did not do it pleasantly. He did not like the way Alan had interrupted him, nor the way in which he greeted Lellie exactly as if she were an Earth-woman. He also realized that the bruises on Lellie’s face were not completely hidden by the colour she used. He began to dislike Winter, and to wonder whether he would cause trouble.

Trouble came, but it was a matter of opinion who caused it.

Three months later, the three of them were in the sitting-room together. Lellie was reading, and she looked up from her book to ask:

‘What is the Women’s Freedom Movement that you have on Earth?’

Winter started to explain. He was only half-way through the first sentence when Duncan interrupted him:

‘Who gave you permission to give her ideas about things like that?’

Alan looked at him in surprise. ‘That’s a very silly question,’ he said. ‘Why shouldn’t she have ideas? Why shouldn’t anyone have ideas?’

‘You know what I mean,’ said Duncan.

I never understand people who can’t say what they mean,’ said Alan. ‘Try again.’

‘All right, then,’ said Duncan. ‘What I mean is this: you come here and start correcting my manners, and talking your clever university talk. You’re interfering with things that aren’t your business. And you started by treating her as if she was an intelligent Earth-woman.’

‘That’s exactly how I was trying to treat her,’ said Alan. ‘I’m glad you noticed.’

‘And do you think I don’t know why?’ asked Duncan.

‘I’m sure you don’t know why,’ Alan said. ‘Your mind only works in one way. You think I’m trying to steal your girl, and you dislike the idea of losing two thousand, three hundred and ten pounds. But you’re wrong. I’m not trying to steal her.’

‘She’s not my girl; she’s my wife,’ Duncan said. ‘She may be only a dumb Martian, but she’s my legal wife. And she does what I tell her to do.’

‘She may be your wife,’ Alan answered. ‘But she is certainly not dumb. Look how quickly she learned to read as soon as I gave her some lessons. I think you’d be dumb in a language that you only knew a few words of, and that you couldn’t read.’

It wasn’t your business to teach her,’ said Duncan. ‘She didn’t need to read. She was OK the way she was.’

‘You mean she was easier to control while she knew nothing about our world and about a person’s freedom,’ said Alan. ‘Well, now she can read, she’ll discover the truth.’

‘And you hope the way you treat her will make her think you’re a better man than I am?’ said Duncan, in a angry voice.

I treat her the same as I treat any woman anywhere,’ Alan answered. ‘But if she does think I’m a better man than you, then I agree with her. I’d be sorry if I wasn’t.’

I’ll show you who’s the better man,’ Duncan shouted.

‘You don’t need to,’ said Alan calmly, I know that only useless people are sent on jobs like this. I know you’re a bully, too. Do you think I’ve not noticed the bruises where you’ve hit Lellie? Do you think I’ve enjoyed hearing you insulting and bullying a girl who can’t defend herself? You’ve deliberately chosen not to teach her anything. She’s ten times more intelligent than you are, and it would be very obvious if she’d been taught anything. You make me sick!’

On Earth, Duncan would have hit Alan long before he had finished his speech. However, he was wise enough to remember something he had learned long ago. Fights in space made an angry man look stupid as he floated harmlessly around after throwing himself into the first attack.

Time went by and somehow the two men managed to avoid open quarrels. Each day, Alan continued with his work, going out to examine the rocks in the small rocket-car he had brought with him. In his spare time he continued to teach Lellie. He did this not only as a way of occupying himself, but also because he felt it ought to be done. Duncan could see that Alan was already Lellie’s hero, and that she liked being treated like an Earth-woman. Duncan was sure that one day the two of them would decide that they wanted to spend all their time together. When that time came, he would be in their way. They would remove him. Prevention is better than cure, Duncan thought. He knew exactly how to stop such a situation developing.

One day Alan took off on a routine flight to the other side of IV/II to collect some rocks. He never came back. That was all.

Duncan could not tell what Lellie thought about it; but something seemed to happen to her.

For several days she spent almost all her time looking out of the window. She was not waiting, or hoping, for Alan’s return. She knew as well as Duncan that after thirty-six hours had passed, there was no possibility that Alan was still alive. She said nothing. Her face looked as it always looked - slightly surprised. Only her eyes showed any difference: they looked a little less active, as if she had withdrawn even further into herself.

Duncan could not tell whether she guessed or knew the truth. Although he did not admit it to himself, he was nervous of her. He had realized how many ways there were for even a stupid person to arrange a fatal accident. For his own safety he began to fit new air containers to his space-suit every time he went out. He carefully checked that each one was full, and that the air in it was pure. He used a piece of rock to make sure that the outer door of the airlock did not shut completely when he went out. He watched carefully to see that his food and hers came out of the same pot.

After they were sure Alan was gone, she never mentioned his name again. After a week her mood changed, and she stopped looking out of the window hour after hour. Instead she began to read. She read endlessly, and she read everything that she could find to read.

Duncan could not understand her interest in reading, and he did not like it. But he decided not to interfere for the moment as he supposed that the reading would stop her thinking about other things.

Gradually he began to feel less nervous. The crisis was passed. Either she had not guessed, or, if she had, she had decided to do nothing about it. But she continued to do an enormous amount of reading, even though Duncan reminded her several times that he had paid the large sum of £2,310 for her as a companion.

When the next spaceship landed, Duncan watched her anxiously in case she had been waiting to tell the crew of her suspicions. But she did not refer in any way to the matter, and her opportunity went with the spaceship. Duncan was greatly relieved and told himself that he had been right - she was only a dumb Martian. Like a child, she had simply forgotten what had happened to Alan Winter.

However, as the months went by, he was forced to admit that she was not dumb. She was learning from books things that he did not know himself. He did not enjoy being asked questions he could not answer, especially when a dumb Martian asked the questions. He often told her that books contained a great deal of nonsense, which was not connected with the real world. He gave examples from his own life; in fact, he found that he was teaching her.

She learned quickly, and he began to show her how the way-load station worked. She soon knew as much about it as he did himself. He had never intended to teach her, but it did occupy the time, and he was much less bored than he had been in the early days. Besides, he suddenly realized that the more she knew, the more valuable she was. When he took Lellie back to Mars, he would recover more of the £2,310 than he had expected. He started to teach her how to account for money, and how to keep financial records. She might make a very good secretary for someone.

And he had always thought education was a waste of time. It was very strange!

The months passed faster and faster as the years went by. He began to feel very comfortable thinking of the money increasing in the bank at home. It seemed a surprisingly short time before he was saying, ‘The spaceship after next will take me home.’ Soon the day came when he watched the next spaceship take off. As it went up into the black sky, he was able to tell himself: ‘That’s the last time I shall watch a ship leave this horrible place. When the next ship takes off, I shall be on board. And then - well, then things will happen …!’

He stood watching the ship until it disappeared. Then he turned back to the airlock - and found the door shut …

Once Lellie had seemed to forget about Alan Winter, Duncan had stopped using a rock to prevent the door closing. Instead, he always left it partially open when he went out, and it stayed open until he returned. There was no wind and nothing else on IV/II to make it shut. He took hold of the handle on the door, and pushed. It did not move.

Duncan swore at it. He went to the front of the dome so that he could look in through the window. Lellie was sitting in a chair and looking straight in front of her. The inner door of the airlock was standing open, so of course the outer door could not be moved. The safety equipment would not allow both doors to be open at the same time.

Duncan knocked on the thick glass of the window. He forgot for a moment that the glass of the double window was too thick to let the sound through. But his movements caught Lellie’s eye, and she looked up. She turned her head and stared at him. She did not move. Duncan stared back at her. She had removed from her lips, cheeks and eyebrows all the colour he had made her wear to look like an Earth-woman.

Her eyes looked back at him, as hard as stones in that face fixed in its expression of slight surprise. Suddenly Duncan realized what was happening, and he felt as if he had received a physical shock.

He tried to pretend to himself and to her that he had not understood. He made signs to her to close the inner door of the airlock. She continued to stare at him without moving. Then he noticed that she was holding a book in her hand. He recognized the book. It was not one of the Company books belonging to the house library; it was a book of poems with a blue cover. It had once belonged to Alan Winter.

Duncan felt a sudden fear in his heart. He looked down at the row of dials on his chest, and then sighed with relief. She had not interfered with his air system. He had enough air for about thirty hours. He moved away from the window, and began to think hard.

How clever and cruel she had been! She had let him think she had forgotten all about Winter’s death. She had let him enjoy his thoughts of going home. And now, when it was nearly time to leave, she had begun to operate her plan.

Thirty hours! Plenty of time. And even if he did not succeed in entering the house in the next twenty hours, he would have time to send himself off to the nearest moon in one of the container rockets.

Even if Lellie later told the company about the Winter business, she couldn’t prove anything. However, they might have their suspicions about him. It would be best to kill her here and now.

He went over to the small building where the electrical equipment was. He switched off the electricity that was heating the dome. The house would take a long time to lose all its heat, but it would not be long before the temperature inside would begin to fall noticeably. The small electric batteries she had in the house would not help her, even if she thought of using them.

He waited for an hour, while the distant sun set, and then he went back to the window to observe results. As he looked in, he saw Lellie putting on her space-suit by the light of two emergency lamps. He swore. He would not be able to freeze her out, since her suit would protect her from the cold. And her air would last much longer than his - as well as the air in the dome itself she had plenty of full containers.

He waited until she had put on her face-plate and then switched on the radio in his own. As soon as she heard his voice, she switched off her receiver. He did not; he kept his own on, to be ready for the moment when she began to behave sensibly again.

Duncan returned to the small building beside the dome. He realized that he must use his final plan. There was no other way. He would have to cut a hole through the double skin of the dome. He took the electric cutter from its shelf, and connected it to a power point. He carried the cutter, with its wires floating behind him, across to the house. He chose the place in the side of the house where he would do least damage, held the cutter against the outer skin, and switched on. Nothing happened.

He realized that there was no power coming through the wires as he had switched off the electricity to freeze Lellie out. He-went back to the small building and switched the electricity on again. The lights in the house went on, and he knew that Lellie would guess why the electricity had been switched on.

In a few minutes he had cut a hole about a metre across in the outer skin of the dome. He was going to start cutting the inner skin when Lellie’s voice spoke into his ear through his receiver: ‘Don’t try to come in through the wall. I’m ready for that.’

He hesitated, and did not switch the cutter on. The threat in her voice worried him. What was she planning to do? He went to the front of the house and looked in at the window.

She was standing at the table, still dressed in her space-suit. On the table was a plastic food-bag, half-full of air and tied at its neck to keep the air in. She had attached a metal plate to the top of the bag, and another metal plate was hanging over the first one. There was only a small space between the two plates. One of them was connected by wires to an electric battery, and the other to a box standing by a bundle of several sticks of explosive.

Duncan realized immediately what her plan was, and he knew it would work. If he cut a hole in the side of the house, all the air would rush out. With no air in the house, the air in the plastic bag would increase in volume, making the bag swell up. As the bag swelled, the metal plate on it would rise up and meet the other plate. When they connected, electricity would flow along the wire to the box that would set off the explosives. Then the dome would be blown up, and he and Lellie with it.

Lellie turned to look at him. It was hard to believe that behind that stupid look of surprise fixed on her face she knew what she was doing. Duncan tried to speak to her, but she had switched her radio off, and refused to switch on again. She simply gave him a long steady look as he shouted and swore angrily at her.

‘All right, then,’ Duncan shouted inside his face-plate. ‘But you’ll be blown up with it, curse you.’ But naturally, he had no real intention of blowing up the house or himself.

He went back to the small building. He thought very hard, but he could not think of any way of getting into the dome without letting out the air.

There was only one thing left for him to do. He would have to go to Jupiter IV by container rocket. He looked up at Jupiter IV, which was hanging huge in the sky above him. The journey there did not worry him. If the men on the station there did not see him approaching, he would wait until he was close enough to use the radio in his suit to send them a message. Then they would switch on their equipment to guide him in. It was the landing at the other end that would be very difficult. He would have to pack himself very carefully in soft material to protect himself against the shock. Later on, the men on IV could bring him back, and they would find some way of entering the dome. And then Lellie would be very sorry - very sorry indeed.

There were three containers standing ready for take-off, with their rockets prepared for firing. He went over to them, and opened one. There was not much inside the container, so he opened the others and took out all the soft materials in them to pack around himself. Then he paused for a moment to work out how he was going to fire the rocket once he was inside the container. As he stood there thinking, he realized he was feeling cold. He turned up the heating control on his suit, and as he did so, he glanced at the dials on his chest. And in an instant he knew. She had realized he would fit fresh air containers and test them, so she had done something to the battery or to the electrical system on the suit. The needle on the dial was nearly at zero. The suit must have been losing heat for some time, and there was no power left to warm it again.

He knew that he would not be able to last long - perhaps no more than a few minutes. For a few moments he was overcome by fear, and then, suddenly, the fear was replaced by a fierce anger. She had tricked him at the very end, but he’d make sure she didn’t get away with it. He would die, but if he made one small hole in the dome he wouldn’t be going alone …

The cold was creeping into him as if ice was coming through the suit. He went towards the dome, and as he moved, he felt his hands and then his feet begin to lose their life. He moved more and more slowly, and then came to a stop. The cutter was where he had left it on the ground, and he was within a metre of it. He made one more attempt to move, but he could not reach it. He cried and gasped with the effort of trying to make his legs obey his commands, and with the cruel pain that was creeping up his arms. Suddenly the pain became enormous and stabbed deep into his chest. He cried out, and, as he gasped, the unheated air rushed into his lungs and froze them …

In the living-room of the dome Lellie stood waiting. She had seen Duncan going towards the side of the dome where he had left the cutter. She understood what was happening. She had already taken the wire off the battery and let the air out of the plastic bag. Now she stood anxiously with a thick sheet of rubber in her hand, ready to place it swiftly over any hole that might appear in the wall. She waited one minute, two minutes … When five minutes had passed, she went to the window. By putting her face close to the window and looking sideways, she was able to see the whole of one leg dressed in a space-suit, and part of another. They hung there horizontally, a metre off the ground. She watched them for several minutes, and knew that they were the legs of a dead man.

She crossed the room to the bookshelves on the other side. She took down a book on law, and opened it at the chapter on widows. She read it through carefully until she was satisfied that she understood exactly what her position was.

She put the book away and took out paper and pencil. She wrote down a number of figures in the way that Duncan had taught her, and began to work on them. At last she lifted her head and looked at the result: £5,000 a year for five years at a high interest rate and tax free … It worked out to be a very generous amount - indeed, it was a small fortune for a Martian.

But then she hesitated. A face that was not fixed for ever in an innocent look of slight surprise would have frowned a little at that point. There was, of course, something to be taken away from the grand total - a matter of £2,310.




CHAPTER THREE

SURVIVAL

As the bus drove slowly across the field between the spaceport buildings and the take-off point, Mrs Holding stared ahead of her to where the spaceship was waiting. It looked like a huge, isolated, silver pencil standing on end. Near its point she could see the bright blue light that showed it was nearly ready to take off. Under the ship’s great tail, tiny-looking men and machines moved about working at the final preparations. Mrs Holding looked at the scene and felt a fierce, hopeless hatred for the ship and all the inventions of men.

Then she stopped looking at the spaceship, and looked instead at her son-in-law, who was sitting in the seat in front of her. She hated him, too.

She turned and looked quickly at her daughter, who was sitting next to her. Alice Morgan looked pale, and her eyes were fixed straight ahead. Mrs Holding hesitated, and then she decided to make one last effort.

‘Alice, dearest, it’s not too late even now, you know. I’m thinking of you. You only have to say you’ve changed your mind. Nobody would blame you. Everybody knows that Mars is no place for—’

‘Mother, please stop it,’ interrupted the girl. She spoke so sharply that her mother stopped for a moment. But time was short. Mrs Holding hesitated and then went on:

‘You’re not used to the sort of life you’ll have to live there. It’s no life for any woman. It’s very hard. After all, it’s only a five-year appointment for David. I’m sure if he really loves you he’d rather know that you’re safe here and waiting—’

Alice said coldly: ‘We’ve discussed all this before, Mother. I’m not a child. I’ve thought about it very carefully, and I’ve made up my mind. I’m going.’

Mrs Holding sat silent for some moments. The bus drove on, and the spaceship seemed to reach even higher up into the sky.

If you had a child of your own …’ Mrs Holding said, half to herself. ‘Well, I expect some day you will have. Then you’ll begin to understand. I love you, I gave birth to you. I know you. And I know this can’t be the kind of life for you. If you were a hard, insensitive kind of girl, you might put up with such a life. But you aren’t. You know very well you aren’t.’

‘Perhaps you don’t know me as well as you think you do, Mother,’ Alice said, I’m no longer a child. I’m a woman with a life of my own to live. I must become a real person …’

The bus stopped. It was like a toy beside the spaceship, which looked too huge to lift off from the ground. The passengers left the bus and stood looking upwards along the shining side. Mr Holding put his arms round his daughter, and Alice held on to him, tears in her eyes. His voice trembled as he said very softly:

‘Goodbye, my dear. And all the luck there is.’ He let her go, and shook hands with his son-in-law.

‘Keep her safe, David. She’s everything—’

I know. I will. Don’t you worry,’ said Alice’s husband.

Mrs Holding kissed her daughter, and forced herself to shake hands with her son-in-law.

‘All passengers aboard, please.’ The metal voice of the public address system echoed round the take-off area. The doors of the lift closed on the last goodbyes.

Mr Holding put his arm round his wife, and led her back to the bus in silence. Mrs Holding was crying as the bus took them back to the spaceport buildings. She held her husband’s hand and said:

I can’t believe it even now. It’s so completely unlike her to do something like this. She was always very quiet, and we used to worry in case she became one of those very shy, boring people. Do you remember how the other children used to call her Mouse? And now she’s married this man and is going to live for five years in that awful place. She’ll never manage it. Oh, why didn’t you forbid it? You could have stopped her going.’

‘Perhaps I could,’ said her husband, ‘but she might never have forgiven me.’ He sighed. ‘We mustn’t try to live other people’s lives for them. Alice is a woman now, with her own rights.’

I don’t think we shall ever see them again. I can feel it. Oh, why, why must she go to that horrible place? She’s so young. Why is she so determined - not like my little Mouse at all?’

Mr Holding patted his wife’s hand comfortingly.

‘You must try to stop thinking of her as a child,’ he said. ‘She’s not; she’s a woman now. And if all our women were mice, our chances of survival would not be great!’

The Pilot Officer of the spaceship Hunter handed the Captain a sheet of paper.

‘Here’s the latest voyage report, sir,’ he said.

Captain Winters took the sheet of paper and looked at it closely.

‘Hmm. Not bad,’ he said. ‘We’re only one point three six five degrees off our proper course. Let’s correct it before we go further off.’

The Captain put some figures into the computer in front of him.

‘Check, please, Mr Carter,’ he told the Pilot Officer, who did as he was asked, and approved the results.

‘How’s the ship lying?’ the Captain asked.

‘She’s moving sideways and rolling slowly, sir,’ said the Pilot Officer.

‘Correct that as well, please, Mr Carter,’ Captain Winters ordered. ‘A ten-second burst from the side-rockets on the right. Force three. She should take about thirty minutes, twenty seconds to pull over and straighten out. Then keep her steady on line with the left side-rockets at force two. OK?’

‘Very good, sir.’ The Pilot Officer sat down in the control chair and fastened his belt. Captain Winters switched on the public address system and pulled the microphone towards him.

‘Your attention, please. Your attention, please. We are about to adjust the ship’s course. The side-rockets will kick a little. There will not be any violent movements, but any objects that could break easily must be tied down. I advise you to remain in your seats and fasten your safety-belts. The whole exercise will take about half an hour, and will start in five minutes from now. I shall inform you when it has been completed. That is all.’ He switched off.

‘Some fool always thinks that a meteor has made a hole in the ship unless you warn them that you’re going to use the rockets,’ he added. ‘That woman, Mrs Morgan, would have a breakdown, I should think.’ He thought for a moment and then went on. I wonder why she’s come on this trip, anyway. A quiet little thing like that ought to be sitting in some village back home, knitting woollen socks.’

‘She knits here,’ said the Pilot Officer.

I know - and think what that implies!’ said the Captain. ‘What’s the idea of that kind of woman going to Mars? She’ll be hopelessly homesick and will hate the place as soon as she sees it. Her husband ought to have had more sense. It’s almost like cruelty to children!’

It mightn’t be his fault, sir,’ the Pilot Officer said, i mean, some of those quiet women can be amazingly determined. And because they’re so quiet, you can’t have a proper quarrel with them. They don’t seem to be resisting, but they get their own way in the end.’

‘Hmm, I’m not convinced, Mr Carter,’ said the Captain, I’m not a man of wide experience, but I know what I’d do if my wife suggested accompanying me to Mars. Anyway, why does this woman want to go to Mars if her husband isn’t making her go with him?’

‘Well, sir - I think she’s the sort of woman who could be very determined if someone who belongs to her needs protection … You’ve heard of sheep facing lions in defence of their babies. That’s the type of woman she is, I think.’

The Captain scratched the end of his nose thoughtfully.

‘You may be right,’ he said. ‘But if I were going to take a wife to Mars, I’d take someone tough who could use a gun and fight her own battles. This poor little woman is going to be very frightened for most of the time. She’ll soon be crying to get back to the comforts of her home on Earth.’ He looked at the clock. ‘They’ve had time to get everything ready. We must put the ship straight now.’

He turned away and fastened his own safety-belt. Then he switched on the screen in front of him, and saw the stars moving slowly across it.

‘Are you ready, Mr Carter?’

The Pilot nodded, and held his right hand over a switch in front of him.

‘All ready, sir,’ he replied.

‘OK. Put her straight,’ the Captain ordered.

The Pilot touched the switch. Nothing happened. He tried again. Still there was no response.

I said “Put her straight”,’ the Captain said impatiently.

The Pilot looked worried. He decided to try to move the ship the other way. He touched a switch under his left hand. This time there was an immediate response. The whole ship jumped sideways and trembled. There was a loud crash that echoed through the metal walls around them.

Only his safety-belt kept the Pilot in his seat. He stared stupidly at the needles spinning round on the dials in front of him. On the screen the stars were shooting across like a shower of liquid fire.

The Captain unfastened his safety-belt and moved towards the Pilot. At each step the magnetic bottoms of his shoes banged down to stick to the metal floor. He waved the Pilot out of his seat, and took his place.

He checked the instruments in front of him, and then tried the switches. No response. He tried other switches, but nothing happened. The needles on the dials, and the stars on the screen, continued to spin.

After a long moment he got up and moved back to his own seat. He pressed a button and spoke to the Chief Engineer.

‘Jacks,’ he said, ‘the side-rockets aren’t working. They won’t fire.’

‘What - none of them, sir?’ came Jacks’ voice over the internal radio.

‘The left-hand rockets fired once, but they shouldn’t have kicked the way they did. Send someone outside to have a look at them. I don’t like what’s happening.’ ‘Very good, sir.’

The Captain switched on the public address system.

‘Attention, please. You may unfasten your safety-belts. We shall postpone adjusting the ship’s course. You will be warned when we are going to carry out the exercise. That is all.’

The Captain and the Pilot looked at each other. Their faces were serious, and their eyes worried.

  *

Captain Winters looked at his audience. There were fourteen men and one woman - everyone aboard the Hunter. Six of the men were his crew; all the others were passengers. The male passengers would cause the trouble, Captain Winters thought to himself. Men who were chosen to work on Mars were always strong characters, otherwise they never managed to live there. The woman might have caused trouble, but luckily she was quiet and shy. A mouse of a woman, he thought. She annoyed him because she seemed to have no mind of her own. But now he was glad that he did not have a strong-minded, beautiful woman on board. That would really have added to his troubles!

However, he reminded himself of his Pilot Officer’s ideas on the woman. A hidden part of her character must be very determined, otherwise she would not have started on this journey. And she had not complained so far.

He waited until they had all sat down.

‘Mrs Morgan and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘I’ve called this meeting so that I can explain our present situation to you. Our side-rockets will not work. For some reason that we’re unable to discover, the right side-rockets are useless. The left side-rockets have exploded, and we cannot repair them. As you know, we use the side-rockets for steering, and, very importantly, for slowing and balancing the ship as it lands.’

There was complete silence in the room for some moments. Then a slow, careful voice asked:

‘You mean that we can neither steer nor land - is that it?’

Captain Winters looked at the speaker. He was a big man.

Without having to try, he seemed to have a natural power over the rest of the people.

‘That is exactly what I mean,’ said the Captain.

The silence of the room was broken as people realized the danger they were in. Someone else asked a question:

‘Does that mean we might crash on Mars?’

‘No,’ said the Captain. ‘We are slightly off our correct course so we shall miss Mars.’

‘And go on into outer space,’ added the questioner.

‘That’s what would happen if we didn’t change course,’ said the Captain. ‘But I think we can do something about it. When the left side-rockets exploded, they made us spin head-over-heels. We’re still doing that. It’s not the recommended way of travelling, but it does mean that if we choose exactly the right moment to fire our main rockets for a very short time, we shall be able to change course. I shall try to do the only thing possible, which is put us into orbit round Mars. If we do that, we shall neither crash on Mars nor go into outer space. It can be done, but I will not pretend that success is certain.’

He stopped speaking, and looked at his audience. He saw fear on a number of faces. Mrs Morgan was holding her husband’s hand tightly, and her face was paler than usual.

‘And if we do get into orbit - what happens next?’ asked the big man with the slow voice.

‘I’ve spoken on the radio to Earth and Mars. They will watch us all the time, and send us help as soon as possible. Unfortunately, there is nothing on Mars that can help us. The ship will have to come from Earth, and the two planets are moving away from each other at the moment. It will take some months for them to reach us.’

‘Can we stay alive that long?’ the big man asked.

‘I’ve calculated that we have enough of everything to support us for about seventeen or eighteen weeks,’ the Captain replied.

‘And will that be long enough?’ someone else asked.

It’ll have to be,’ the Captain answered, it will not be easy for us. Air, water, and food are the three things we need. Luckily, we won’t have to worry about air. We have the equipment to make used air fresh again. Water will be limited to one litre for each person every twenty-four hours. And that has to do for everything. Our most serious problem is food.’

He went on to tell them about his plans for sharing the food and making it last. Then he tried to answer their questions without giving them too much, or too little, hope.

As they all left the room at the end of the meeting, he looked once more at Alice Morgan and her husband. The Captain realized that her husband would suffer more than the other men because he would be worried about her. But she had to be treated in the same way as everyone else. If anything special was done for her, others would ask for special treatment for health and different reasons. That would lead to an impossible situation. No, he could only give her a fair chance like the rest. He only hoped that she would not be the first to die. It would be best for everyone if she was not the very first …

  *

She was not the first to die. For nearly three months nobody died.

Captain Winters succeeded in putting the Hunter into orbit round Mars. Then there was nothing to do but wait, as the ship went endlessly round and round Mars.

On board the ship, people were bad-tempered, stomachs ached with emptiness, and health was suffering. When the food was shared out, they all watched jealously to see that everyone got exactly the same amount. Everyone went to sleep hungry, and woke up starving after dreaming of food.

Men who had left Earth well-covered with fat and muscle were now thin. Their sunken eyes flashed with unnatural brightness from their grey, hollow faces. They had all grown weaker. The weakest lay on their beds too tired to move. The others looked at them, and thought to themselves: ‘Why waste good food on him? He’s going to die in any case.’ But so far nobody had died.

The situation was worse than Captain Winters had expected. The tins of meat in several cases that had been badly packed had burst on take-off. The meat had gone bad, and the Captain had no choice but to throw it out of the ship. The men would have risked food-poisoning and eaten it, though it was crawling with creatures. Another case of meat had disappeared. The emergency packets contained dried food, and he dared not spare water to mix with it. It could be eaten dry, but it was hard to swallow, and tasted most unpleasant.

He had to reduce everyone’s share of food. Even then, it would not last the seventeen weeks he had hoped for.

However, the first death was caused by accident, not by illness or hunger.

The Chief Engineer and Bowman, another member of the crew, wanted to have one last try to repair the side-rockets. The part of the rocket that they wanted to examine could not be reached from inside the ship, though it was inside the ship’s body. It could only be reached by cutting a hole in the ship from the outside. Captain Winters gave them permission to try, but he would not allow them to have the gas cutters, as these used up valuable air. The two men said they would rather try to cut a way in by hand than sit and do nothing.

So each day they put on their space-suits and went out to work. As the skin of the ship was very tough, progress was very slow and became slower as the men became weaker.

Then one day there was a crash, and the ship shook. Everyone rushed to the windows to look out. Bowman came into sight. He was floating round the ship. His space-suit had a large hole in it.

He had not told the Chief Engineer what he was doing, and his death remained a mystery. Perhaps he had got tired of cutting by hand, and had used some explosive to try to make a hole.

It depressed everyone to see the dead body going endlessly round the ship. There was no way of getting rid of it, so in order to show Bowman some respect and to get the dead man out of sight, the Captain had the body brought on board. The ship’s freezer had to be kept going for the remaining food, but several parts of it were empty. He decided to keep the dead body in the freezer room. Perhaps one day they would be able to give it a proper funeral.

Twenty-four hours had passed since Bowman’s death. The Captain was writing his ship’s diary in the control-room when there was a gentle knock on the door.

‘Come in,’ he said.

The door opened just wide enough to admit Alice Morgan. The Captain was surprised to see her. She had stayed in the background since the journey began. Her small requests had been made through her husband. Now she looked nervous, and it was obviously very hard for her to say what she had come to say.

The Captain smiled to help her, and in a kind voice asked her to sit down. He noticed the changes in her. She was painfully thin, and she was no longer pretty. It had been very cruel to bring her on this voyage, he thought. Her fool of a husband should have left her back home in a comfortable little house near the shops. Winters was surprised that she had found the strength of mind and body to last as long as she had in these conditions.

‘And what can I do for you, Mrs Morgan?’ he asked.

It … it’s not very easy,’ she began.

‘Has one of the men been … bothering you?’ he asked.

‘Oh, no, Captain Winters,’ she said, it’s nothing like that. It’s … it’s the food. I’m not getting enough to eat.’

The Captain’s face and voice were gentle no longer.

‘None of us is,’ he told her.

I know, but… Well, there’s the man who died yesterday. Bowman. I thought if I could have his share …’

Her voice died away as she saw the look on the Captain’s face.

He was not acting. He felt as shocked as he looked. For a moment he was unable to speak to this person who had made such a selfish claim. Her eyes met his, but there was no shame in them, and, strangely, she no longer seemed nervous.

‘I’ve got to have more food,’ she said urgently.

Captain Winters suddenly became very angry.

‘So you just thought you’d steal a dead man’s share as well as your own! You’d better understand this clearly, young woman; we share, and we share equally. Bowman’s death means that we can all have the same amount of food for a little bit longer. That’s all it means. And now I think you’d better go.’

But Alice Morgan did not move. She sat there completely still, except that her hands were shaking. In spite of his anger, he felt surprise. It was as if an armchair cat had suddenly became a hunter.

I haven’t asked for anything until now,’ she said, I’m only asking now because it is absolutely necessary. That man’s death gives us a little extra, and I must have more food.’

The Captain controlled himself with an effort.

‘Do you think that every one of us doesn’t ache as much as you do for more food? I’ve never heard such a selfish—’

She raised her thin hand to stop him. The hardness of her eyes made him wonder why he had ever thought she was a mouse of a woman.

‘Captain. Look at me!’ she said, her voice sharp and commanding.

He looked. After a few moments he stopped being angry and, instead, he was amazed and shocked. Her pale cheeks became pink.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You see, you’ve got to give me more food. My baby must have the chance to live.’ The Captain closed his eyes. ‘This is terrible,’ he said.

‘No. It isn’t terrible - not if my baby lives,’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t be stealing from anyone. Bowman doesn’t need his food any more - but my baby does. It’s simple, really. And it isn’t selfish. I’m really two people now, aren’t I? I need more food. If you don’t let me have it, you will be murdering my baby. So you must … must… My baby has got to live -he’s got to …’

When she had gone, Captain Winters unlocked his private drawer and took out one of his carefully hidden bottles of whisky. He swallowed a small mouthful, which made him feel better. But his eyes were still shocked and worried.

Should he have told her the truth? Should he have told her that her baby had no chance of being born? Should he have told her that the encouraging reports he put up on the notice board from time to time were all lies? But if he told her, she would tell her husband, and soon everyone would know. They would know that the rescue ship reported to be speeding towards them had, in fact, not yet been able to take off from Earth. When they all realized that they had no chance of survival, there would be real trouble.

The Captain opened the top drawer of his desk and took out the gun he kept there. The time had come for him to carry it everywhere. Soon, he knew, he would need to use it on them - or on himself.

There was a knock on the door, and Carter, the Pilot, came in.

Captain Winters looked up, and was shocked by the man’s appearance.

‘Good God, man, what’s the matter with you?’ He opened the private drawer, and took out the bottle of whisky. ‘Have a drink of this. It will help you.’

Carter took a large mouthful, and sent the bottle flying slowly back to the Captain. Winters caught it, and then put his hand up to catch two other objects that Carter pushed gently towards him. One was a key, and the other was a name bracelet. The bracelet belong to the dead man, Bowman, and the Captain needed it for the record. He had sent Carter to get it from the body locked in the freezer room. A man who had died Bowman’s death would be a horrible sight. That is why they had left him still in his space-suit instead of undressing him.

I’m sorry, sir,’ said the Pilot, without looking up.

‘That’s OK, Carter. Unpleasant job. I should have done it myself.’

It - it wasn’t only that, sir,’ said Carter. He looked up and his eyes met the Captain’s.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Winters.

Carter made a big effort, and managed to say: ‘He - he -he hasn’t any legs, sir.’

‘Nonsense, man. I was there when they brought him in. So were you. He had legs all right.’

‘Yes, sir. He did have legs then - but he hasn’t now!’ said Carter.

The Captain sat very still. For some seconds there was no sound in the control-room. Then he spoke with difficulty, and managed to say only two words:

‘You mean—?’

‘What else could it be, sir?’ asked Carter. ‘Good God? gasped the Captain.

He sat staring with eyes that were filled with the same horror that he had seen in Carter’s.

Two men moved silently along the corridor until they reached the door of the ship’s freezer room. They stopped, and while one kept watch, the other took out a long, thin key. He slipped it gently into the lock and after a few moments’ searching he found the spring. There was a small sound, and the door swung open. As it did so, a gun fired twice from inside the freezer. The man with the key dropped on to his knees, and then began to float a metre above the floor.

The other man was still in the corridor. He pulled a gun from his pocket, and held it round the corner of the door. He fired twice into the freezer. A figure in a space-suit flew out of the freezer, and the man shot at it as it sailed past him. The figure hit the wall opposite, and stayed floating against it.

The man with the gun turned and saw the Pilot, Carter, moving towards him. The man fired at Carter, and Carter fired back. When the man stopped firing, Carter did not.

Carter moved towards the figure in the space-suit, and took off its mouthpiece. The Captain’s eyes opened slowly. He said in a whisper:

‘Your job now, Carter! Good luck!’

The Pilot tried to answer, but there were no words, only the blood running into his throat. There was a dark stain spreading on his uniform. Soon his body was leaning against his Captain’s, as they floated against the wall.

I thought they would last us much longer than this,’ said the small man with the light-brown moustache. ‘There were seven of them. Bowman, and the four who shot each other in the freezer, and the two who died.’

‘Yes,’ said the big man with the slow voice. ‘There were seven, but they didn’t last as long as you calculated.’ He looked round the living-room, counting heads. There were now nine people still alive on the Hunter.

‘OK. Let’s start,’ he said. ‘We shall draw for it, like this … Each of us will take one of these pieces of folded paper out of this bowl. We will hold our piece of paper unopened until I say the word. Then we will open them together. One of the pieces of paper is marked with an X. John, I want you to count the pieces of paper and make sure there are nine—’

‘Eight!’ said Alice Morgan sharply.

All the heads turned towards her. The faces looked surprised, as if they had just heard a mouse shout. Alice was embarrassed, but she sat still, and her mouth was a hard straight line.

‘Well, well,’ said the large man with the slow voice. ‘So you don’t want to take part in our little game?’ ‘No,’ said Alice.

‘You’ve shared equally with us so far, but now we have reached this unfortunate point you don’t want to share chances?’

‘No,’ agreed Alice.

‘You’re reminding us that we men ought to put women first?’ he suggested.

‘No,’ said Alice, I’m simply saying that what you call your game is not fair. I suppose your plan is that the person who draws the X dies.’

‘Yes,’ said the man. ‘That person dies for the good of everyone. A great pity, of course, but unfortunately necessary.’

‘But if I draw it, two must die. Me and my baby. Do you call that fair?’ Alice asked.

The group looked very surprised. The big man had no answer.

‘Very well, gentlemen. We shall vote on it. The question is: do you agree with Mrs Morgan’s claim that she should not take part in the draw, or should she take her chance with the rest of us? Those in—’

‘Just a minute,’ said Alice, in a stronger voice than any of them had heard her use before. ‘Before you start voting, you’d better listen to me.’

She looked round, making sure that they were attending to her. They were.

‘The first thing is that I am much more important than any of you,’ she told them simply. ‘Don’t smile. I am, and I’ll tell you why.

‘Before the radio broke down, Captain Winters gave the world all the news of us that they wanted. The newspapers wanted to know more about me than about anyone. I made the headlines: GIRL-WIFE IN DEATH ROCKET. You are all men, and therefore not very interesting. I am the one woman … so I am young, and beautiful. I am a heroine…’

She paused, letting them get used to the idea. Then she went on:

I was a heroine even before Captain Winters told them that I was pregnant. After that I became unique. They are very, very interested in me, and they are madly interested in my baby. It will be the first baby ever born in a spaceship …

‘Now do you begin to see? You have a good story ready. Bowman, my husband, Captain Winters and the rest were killed while bravely trying to repair the side-rockets. There was an explosion that blew them all into space. That story may be believed. But if there is no sign of me and my baby -or of our bodies - how are you going to explain that?’

She looked round the faces again.

‘Well, what are you going to say? That I was also outside repairing the rockets? Or that I killed myself by shooting myself out into space with a rocket? Just think it over. Newspapers all over the world are wanting to know about me — with all the details. It will have to be a very good story if the newspapers are going to believe it. And if they don’t believe it, there will be no point in your being rescued. They’ll hang you when you get back to Earth, or they may even kill you before you get there.’

There was silence in the room as they all began to realize the truth of what Alice Morgan had said. The big man looked round at the others, and then his eyes rested on Alice.

‘Madam,’ he said. ‘You should have been a lawyer. We shall have to consider this matter before our next meeting. But, for the present, John, will you make sure there are eight pieces of paper, as the lady said …’

It’s her!’ said the Second Officer, looking over the Captain’s shoulder.

‘Of course it’s her,’ said the Captain of the rescue ship. ‘What else would you expect to find spinning head-over-heels round Mars? Of course it’s the Hunter.’ He studied the screen very carefully. ‘Not a sign of life.’

‘Do you think there’s a chance that there’s anyone left alive?’

‘What, after all this time! No, Tom, no chance at all,’ said the Captain.

‘How shall we board her?’ asked the Second Officer.

If we can get a steel line on to her, we may be able to pull her in gently, like catching a big fish,’ replied the Captain.

It was a difficult job. Five times they fired the steel line at the Hunter without success. At the sixth attempt they managed to attach the line. Then it took them three hours of very careful pulling at exactly the right moments to stop the Hunter spinning. At last they were able to get close to her. There was still no sign of life aboard.

The Captain, the Third Officer and the doctor put on their space-suits. They left the rescue ship and used the steel line to guide themselves on to the Hunter. They waited together at the entrance while the Third Officer took a tool from his belt and fitted it into a small opening on the entrance door. He turned the tool as far as it would go, and then fitted it into a second opening, and turned it again. The tool was a key that closed the airlock inside the entrance, and then switched on the motor to clear the air from the lock. That is, if there was any air still left in the Hunter, and any electricity to drive the motor.

The Captain held a microphone against the body of the spaceship and listened. He heard a buzzing.

‘OK, the motors are running,’ he said. He waited until the noise stopped. ‘Right. Open the door,’ he commanded.

The Third Officer put his tool into a third hole, and turned it. The door opened inwards. The three of them looked at each other very seriously, and then the Captain said very quietly: ‘Well. Here we go!’

They moved carefully and slowly into the darkness.

After a few moments the Captain asked: ‘What’s the condition of the air, Doctor?’

The doctor looked at his instruments.

It’s OK,’ he said in some surprise. He took off his breathing equipment, and the others did the same.

‘This place smells horrible,’ said the Captain uneasily. ‘Let’s get our work done.’

They went on, and entered the large central room. Though the rescue ship had stopped the Hunter spinning, all the loose things inside her were still floating around in space.

‘Nobody here, anyhow,’ said the Captain. ‘Doctor, do you think …’ He stopped as he noticed the strange expression on the doctor’s face.

Among the things floating around was a long bone. It was large and clean, and it had been cracked open. The doctor was staring at it.

‘That bone is from a human leg, Captain,’ he said, his voice shaking.

And then the silence of the Hunter was broken by a thin, clear voice singing:

Go to sleep, my baby. Close your lovely eyes … Alice sat on the side of her bed, rocking a little, and holding her baby close to her. The baby smiled and put up one tiny hand to touch her face as she sang: Mummy’s going to give you Such a sweet surprise … Her singing stopped suddenly as the door opened. For a moment she stared at the three figures in the doorway, and they stared back at her, amazed. Her arms were as thin as sticks; the skin of her face was stretched tightly over the bones. Then the mouth moved to imitate a smile. Her eyes became brighter.

She let go of the baby, and it floated in mid-air, laughing a little to itself. She put her hand under the pillow on the bed, and pulled out a gun.

The black shape of the gun looked enormous in her thin hand. She pointed it at the three men in the doorway as they stood there, too surprised to move.

‘Look, baby,’ Alice said. ‘Look there! Food! Lovely food…’




CHAPTER FOUR

BODY and SOUL

The Ford Hospital of Psychology New York 28 February

Thompson, Hands and Thompson,

Lawyers,

512 High Street,

Philadelphia, Pa.

Dear Sirs,

As you requested, we have thoroughly examined our patient, Stephen Tallboy, and are quite certain that he is Stephen Tallboy. The relevant legal documents are attached to this letter, and completely prove that Tallboy’s claim to the property of Terry Moreton is false.

However, we must admit that we are surprised. When we last examined the patient, his mind was undoubtedly weak and sub-normal. But now he is completely normal, except that he believes he is Terry Moreton. He supports his claim in a number of surprising and extremely interesting ways, and we think he should stay here for a time so that we can observe him. This will give us the opportunity to clear his mind of this fantastic idea, and to find the answers to a few questions that are puzzling us.

We are also sending you a copy of a statement written by the patient. Please study this statement before reading our final remarks.

STATEMENT by Terry Moreton

I know this is difficult to believe. In fact, when it first happened, I didn’t believe it myself. I have been taking painkilling drugs long enough for them to affect my mind. But the whole thing seemed very real from the first moment.

Four years ago my legs were smashed by enemy bullets. They operated on me nine times, and although I lived, I was nothing more than a wreck in a wheel-chair. ‘Don’t take so much of the drugs,’ the doctors told me. What a joke! They couldn’t cure the pain, and if they’d stopped the drugs, I would have killed myself. They knew that.

I don’t blame Sally for calling off the wedding. Some people thought I was bitter about it, but I wasn’t. She’d got engaged to a healthy young man, and the man she found in the wheel-chair was a very different person. Poor Sally. It nearly broke her heart, and I think she would have stayed with me out of kindness and pity. But I didn’t try to keep her, and I’m glad I didn’t - at least I don’t have to feel guilty about her. I hear that her husband is a good man, and her children are lovely. And I’m pleased for her.

However, when every woman I meet is kind to me - as though I were a sick dog … Oh, well, there was always the drug.

And then, when there seemed to be nothing ahead but pain and a slow death, there was this … this … vision.

I’d had a bad day. My right leg was hurting badly, and so was my left foot. But as my right leg had been cut off soon after the bullets had smashed it, and my left foot had followed not long after that, there was not much the doctors could do to help.

I was trying hard to reduce the amount of drugs I was taking. I had persuaded myself that it was good for my soul to resist them. I was wrong, of course. I was only making myself and everyone round me miserable with my bad temper. Anyway, I had decided to make myself wait until ten o’clock. For the last quarter of an hour I watched the big hand of the clock moving very slowly round, and the second hand crawling, and then I took the top off the bottle.

The moment I took the drug, I knew that I had been a fool to wait for so long. I lay back, the pain faded away and I seemed to be floating. But the day of pain had made me very tired, and before I could properly enjoy feeling comfortable, I knew I was falling asleep.

When I opened my eyes, there, in front of me, was the vision of a young woman. She was singing very quietly. It was a strange song, and I couldn’t understand a word of it.

We were in a room - well, yes, it was a room, though it was rather like the inside of a ball of cool, green, shining glass. The walls curved up so that you couldn’t tell where they became ceiling. There were two arches making openings in the sides, and through them I could see tree tops and blue sky.

The girl was sitting near one of the arches, and she turned to look at me. She saw that my eyes were open, and said something that sounded like a question, but I couldn’t understand a word of what she said. I lay there looking at her, and admired what I saw. She was tall, with a beautiful figure, and brown hair tied back on her neck. The material of her dress was very light and transparent, but there was a great deal of it, and it was arranged cleverly in folds.

When I did not reply, she frowned and repeated her question. I didn’t listen very hard, because I was thinking: ‘Well, that’s that. I’m dead, and this is a waiting-room for heaven - or somewhere.’ I wasn’t frightened, or even greatly surprised. I was pleased I had come to the end of an unpleasant and painful experience.

The young woman came towards me and said slowly in English with a strange accent:

‘You - are - not - Hymorell? You - are - some - other -person?’

I’m Terry Moreton,’ I told her.

There was a block of the green glass near me. She sat down on it and stared at me. Her expression showed that she was very surprised and that she only half believed me.

By this time I had begun to discover myself. I was lying on a long sofa with a kind of light blanket over me. I tried moving what ought to be my right foot, and the blanket moved all the way down to the foot. There wasn’t any pain, either. I sat up suddenly, very excited, feeling my legs, both of them. Then I did a thing I hadn’t done for years - I burst into tears.

I can’t remember what we spoke of first. I suppose I was too excited to concentrate on what she was saying. I remember learning her name - Samine - and wondering, as I listened to her foreign-sounding English, why there should be a language problem at the gates of Heaven. But I was really more interested in what had happened to me. I threw back the blanket, and found that I was naked beneath it. That didn’t worry me, nor did it seem to worry Samine. I sat staring at the legs. They weren’t mine, and the hand with which I felt them was not mine either - but I could move the toes and fingers. I moved the legs over the side of the sofa, and then I stood on them. For the first time in more than four years, I stood …

I can’t describe my feelings, and I didn’t try to say anything about them.

There was a dressing machine in the room. Samine operated it in some way, and the article came out of a drawer in the front of it. The cloth was very light, in one piece, and there was a great deal of it. I thought it was too

pretty for a man, but Samine told me I was wrong, and showed me how to put it on. Then she led me out of the room into a great hall, also built of the green material like glass.

There were people in the hall, none of them hurrying. They were dressed in the same light, transparent cloth, and the way it floated out as they moved made me think of dancers performing. Our soft shoes were silent on the floor, and there was hardly any sound except the gentle noise of soft voices. I found this lack of natural sound depressing.

Samine led me to a row of double seats against the wall, and pointed to the end one. I sat in it, and she sat beside me. It rose a little, perhaps eight centimetres, from the floor, and began to move across the hall. In the middle we turned and slid silently towards a great arch at the far end. Once we were outside, we rose a little more until we were about a metre above the ground. From the low platform to which the chair was attached, a curved screen rose to cover us, and as it did so, we began to go faster. We went smoothly at about forty kilometres an hour across open land, following lines between occasional trees. I suppose that Samine was controlling the machine in some way or other, though I could not see how.

It was a strange journey and it went on for over an hour. In all that time we never saw a road or a farm or a garden; the land was like the parks round the great houses of the past. The only signs of human life were some large buildings among the trees. Ahead of us I saw a building on a hill. I can’t describe it because it was unlike anything I had ever seen or imagined. It looked more as if it had grown than been built to a plan. The walls looked as if they were made of pearl, and there were no window openings. Plants grew close up against it, and on top of it. As we got closer I could see that it was unbelievably huge, and the plants on top of it were in fact fully grown trees. The building rose before us like an artificial mountain.

We flew gently in through an entrance sixty metres wide and a hundred metres high, and found ourselves in a hall of amazing size. A few men and women were walking slowly in the hall, and a few chairs like ours were floating silently along. We went through some passages and smaller halls until we came to one where several men and women were waiting for us. The chair stopped and came to rest on the floor. We got out, and the chair lifted itself again and moved over to the wall, where it stopped. Samine spoke to the group of people, and they nodded in my direction, their faces very serious. I nodded politely back. Then they began to ask me questions.

They wanted to know my name, where I came from, what I did, and a great deal more. From time to time they stopped asking me questions and discussed what I had told them. While this was happening, I began to feel that something had gone seriously wrong with my dream. My dreams usually jump suddenly from one scene to another, and seem quite unreal. 1 was convinced that what I was experiencing was real and true. I was also very certain that I was wide awake.

We were making slow progress with the questions, as Samine’s English was not good, and everything had to be passed through her to me and back again. At last she said:

‘They - wish - you - learn - our - language.’

‘That’s going to take a long time,’ I said.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Quarter - of - a - day.’

Then she gave me some food. It was in a box, and looked like chocolates; it tasted good, but not like sweets.

‘Now - sleep,’ said Samine, pointing to a cold, hard block of glass.

I got on it, and found that it was neither cold nor hard. I lay wondering whether this was the end of my vision, and whether I would wake up to find myself back in my own bed with the old pain where my legs ought to be. But I didn’t wonder long - perhaps there was something in the food.

When I woke up, I was still there. Hanging over me was a sheet of rose-coloured metal, which had not been there before. I guessed that it was part of a teaching machine, not because I had seen anything like it before, but simply because I could now understand what the people were saying. Well, I now understood their language, but not always the ideas behind the words. There were whole ideas that were meaningless to me. An ancient Egyptian might have had a word for ‘jet’ and another for ‘plane’, but he would not be able to understand what a ‘jet plane’ was. And if you showed him one standing on the ground, he would have no idea what it was for or how it worked.

When the group of people began to question me again, we made better progress. However, certain words representing ideas completely unknown to me were used again and again, like dumb notes on an old piano, and I was so puzzled that I began to feel very unhappy. The people realized this, and told Samine to take me away and look after me. I sighed with relief as I sat down beside her again on our seat, and we floated out into the open air.

Before I knew much about Samine’s world I was greatly impressed by the way her mind could adjust to strange circumstances. It must have been frightening to find that someone she knew well had suddenly become a complete stranger. But she showed no alarm, and only occasionally made the mistake of calling me Hymorell.

I very much wanted to know the answers to a number of questions, and as soon as we were back in the green room, I began to ask them.

Samine looked at me doubtfully.

‘You should rest and relax and stop worrying,’ she said, if I tried to explain, you would be even more confused.’

‘Nothing could make me more confused,’ I told her. I can’t pretend any longer that this is a dream. I shall go mad unless I can make some sense of it.’

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘What do you need to know most urgently?’

I want to know where I am, who I am, and how it happened,’ I told her.

‘You know who you are,’ she replied. ‘You told me you are Terry Moreton.’

‘But this’ - I smacked my left leg - ‘this isn’t Terry Moreton.’

It is for the moment,’ she said, it was Hymorell’s body, but now everything that makes it individual - in mind and character - are yours. Therefore it is Terry’s body.’

‘And what has happened to Hymorell?’ I asked.

‘He has transferred to what was your body,’ she told me.

‘Then he got a very bad bargain in the exchange,’ I said. ‘He’ll find that my body, and the pain, and taking drugs, will change his mind and character. And I, too, shall soon become a different person if I stay in his body.’

‘Who told you that?’ Samine asked.

‘Science tells us - everybody knows it’s true,’ I answered.

‘But doesn’t your science tell you that there’s a part of a person that remains constantly the same? It’s that part that decides how a person will react to any experience. I’m afraid you don’t understand.’

I decided not to argue. Instead, I asked:

‘What is this place? I mean is it on Earth?’

‘Of course it’s Earth,’ she said. ‘But it’s in a different salany.’

I looked back at her. Salany was one of those words that had no meaning for me.

‘Do you mean it’s in a different…?’ I began, and then I stopped, defeated. There didn’t seem to be a word in her language for ‘time’ - not with the meaning I wanted.

I told you it would confuse you,’ she said. ‘You think differently. I can only explain it in your way of thinking by saying that you came from one end of the human story and now you are at the other.’

‘But I don’t come from one end,’ I protested. ‘Human beings were developing for twenty million years before me.’

‘Oh, that!’ she said, dismissing those millions of years with a wave of her hand.

‘Well, at least,’ I went on, desperately, ‘you can tell me how I got here.’

‘Approximately, yes,’ she replied, it’s an experiment of Hymorell’s. He’s been trying for a long time’ - (and in this ordinary, everyday sense, I noticed, there did seem to be a word for time) - ‘but now he has tried a new idea, which seems to have been successful. He almost succeeded about a century ago …’

‘What did you say?’ I interrupted.

She looked at me enquiringly.

I thought you said he was trying a century ago?’ I remarked.

‘Yes, I did,’ she agreed.

I got up from the block I was sitting on, and looked out of the window arches. It was a peaceful, sunny, normal-looking day outside.

‘Perhaps you were right. I’d better rest,’ I said.

‘That’s sensible,’ she agreed. ‘Don’t worry about how and why. You won’t be here long.’

‘You mean I’ll be going back - to be as I was?’

She nodded.

I could feel my body under the unfamiliar clothes. It was a good, strong body, and there was no pain anywhere in it.

‘No,’ I said, i don’t know where I am, or what I am now, but one thing I do know: I’m not going back to the hell where I was.’

She looked at me sadly, and shook her head slowly.

The next day, after we had eaten, she led me to the hall and towards the chairs. I stopped.

‘May we walk?’ I asked, it’s a long time since I walked.’

‘Yes, of course,’ she agreed, and turned towards the doorway. Several people spoke to her and looked at me curiously but kindly. It was obvious that they knew I was not Hymorell, and equally obvious that they were not amazed by what had happened.

Outside we followed a path across rough grass and through a group of trees. It was peaceful and very beautiful. Feeling the ground beneath my feet was precious to me. I had forgotten that it was possible to enjoy life as I was enjoying it that morning.

We walked in silence for a while, and then I asked:

‘What did you mean by “the other end of the human story”?’

‘Exactly that,’ she replied. ‘We think human beings are coming to the end - finishing. We are almost sure of it, though there’s always a chance.’

I looked at her.

‘I’ve never seen anyone more healthy, or more beautiful,’ I said.

She smiled, it’s a good body,’ she agreed. ‘My best, I think.’

For the moment I ignored the puzzling last four words. ‘Then what is happening? Can’t the women here have children?’

‘Yes, we can have children. But there is something our children do not have, the thing that makes us human instead of animal. We call it—.’ And here she used a word that I could not understand, though it seemed to mean something like ‘soul’. She went on: ‘Because most of the children lack this human “soul”, their minds are weak and do not develop. If this change is not stopped, all human beings will be like that one day, and then the end will have come.’

‘How long has this been happening?’ I asked. ‘There must be records.’

‘Yes, there are records,’ she replied. ‘Hymorell and I learned your language from them. But they are very incomplete, so I don’t know how long it’s been going on. Mankind nearly destroyed itself at least five times. There are thousands of years missing from the records at different salany.‘1

‘And how long will it be before the end?’

‘We don’t know that, either,’ she said. ‘Our job is to delay it as long as possible, because there is always a chance. Perhaps our children will become intelligent and develop “souls” again.’

‘What do you do to “delay it as long as possible”? Do you mean that you make your own lives last longer?’ I asked.

‘Yes, we transfer,’ she explained. ‘When a body begins to grow old or weak, we choose one of the people with weak minds and transfer to that person’s body. This’, she said, holding up a perfect hand and studying it, ‘is my fourteenth body. It’s a very nice one.’

‘You mean you can go on living for ever, as long as there are bodies to transfer to?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she said, laughing, ‘not for ever. Some day, sooner or later, there will be an accident. It might have been a hundred years ago, or it might be tomorrow.’

‘Or it might be a thousand years into the future,’ I added, it sounds to me like living for ever!’

I did not doubt that she was telling me the truth, but she must have seen from my face that I did not approve.

‘This body wasn’t any use to the girl who had it,’ Samine said. ‘She wasn’t really conscious of it. She couldn’t use it, so there was no point in her having it for another thirty years. I shall have children, and some of them may be normal human children. When they grow older, they will be able to transfer, and something may happen to help human beings continue to exist.’

I did not reply to this, because I suddenly realized the truth.

‘So that’s what Hymorell was working on,’ I said. ‘He was trying to give you all a wider choice by being able to transfer to and from people far away in time. That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why I’m here?’

‘Yes,’ she said, giving me a long, steady look. ‘He’s been successful at last. He has transferred completely this time.’

I thought it over, and found that I was not very surprised. I asked her for more details.

‘Hymorell wanted to go back as far as possible,’ she told me. ‘But he had to be careful. If he went too far, there would be no electricity, and certain metals would be unknown. So he would not be able to make a machine that would bring him back here. Then he had to find the right person - a person whose soul was not very strongly attached to his body. Unfortunately, most people like that are on the point of death, but at last he found you. Your soul’s attachment to your body varied a great deal, and this puzzled him.’

I expect that was the effect of the drugs,’ I suggested.

‘Possibly,’ Samine said. ‘Anway, he found that there was a regular pattern in the weakness or strength of your body-soul attachment. He tried when it was weakest. This is the result.’

I see,’ I said. ‘And how long did he think he would take to build a machine for his return?’

‘He couldn’t tell,’ she replied, it depends on how easy it is for him to find the right materials.’

‘Then it will take him a long time,’ I said. ‘A legless man in a wheel-chair wasn’t a good choice for his purpose.’

‘But he’ll do it,’ she said.

‘Not if I can stop him,’ I told her.

She shook her head. ‘Once you have transferred, you are never as closely attached to your body again. If he can’t do it at any other time, he will increase the power and take you when you are sleeping.’

‘We shall see,’ I said.

Afterwards I saw the machine which he had used for the transfer. It was about the size of a small typewriter. It appeared to be a liquid-filled lens fixed on to a box with two polished metal handles. However, I was very pleased when I saw how complicated it was inside. Nobody living in my place in my century was going to put together a machine like that in a few days, or even a few weeks.

  *

The days passed slowly and gently. At first I enjoyed the unending peace. Later there were times when I badly wanted something exciting to happen.

Samine took me to the great hall to hear and see the things that entertained her and her people. I could not understand or enjoy their music, or what they watched instead of films. Colours were projected on to a screen, and these colours seemed to come from the audience in some way I could not understand. Now and again they would all sigh or laugh together as the colours changed.

She took me to a museum. It was a collection of instruments that projected pictures or sound or both. I saw some horrible things as we went further and further back in time. I wanted to see or hear something of my own age. ‘There’s only sound,’ she said. ‘There are no pictures from so far away.’

‘OK. Then let me hear some music, please,’ I said. She instructed the machine to do as I asked. In the great hall of the museum there came, softly and sadly, a familiar tune. It brought back memories of my world, and the hopes and the joys and the childhood that had vanished, and I was filled with desperate pity for myself. The tears ran down my face, and I did not go to the museum again. And what was the music that brought back a whole world from ages past? It was not by Beethoven or by Mozart: it was, I confess, ‘Home, Sweet Home’ …

‘Do you ever work? Does anybody work?’ I asked Samine. ‘Oh, yes - people can if they want to,’ she told me.

‘But who does the work that must be done?’ I wanted to know. ‘Who grows the food, gets rid of the waste, and provides the power?’

‘The machines do all that, of course,’ she said. ‘You wouldn’t expect human beings to do those things. What have we got brains for?’

‘But who looks after the machines and repairs them?’ I asked.

‘Themselves, of course,’ she replied. ‘A machine that couldn’t look after itself wouldn’t be a real machine; it would be nothing more than a kind of tool, would it?’

‘Do you mean,’ I went on, ‘that for the whole time of your fourteen bodies - about four hundred years - you’ve done nothing but live every day like this?’

‘Well, I’ve had quite a lot of babies,’ she said, ‘and three of them were normal. And I did some work in the science laboratories. Almost everyone does that when he has a new idea about saving mankind. But none of the ideas brings results.’

‘But doesn’t it drive you crazy - just going on and on and on?’ I asked.

It’s not easy sometimes,’ she answered, ‘and some people give in. But that’s a crime, because there’s always a chance. And each time we transfer, we experience something new. When you feel young again, you are full of hope. You feel in love again as sweetly as before. It’s like being born again. You can only know how wonderful it is if you’ve been fifty and then become twenty.’

I can guess,’ I said. ‘My previous condition was worse than being fifty. But love! … For four years I haven’t dared think of love …’

‘You dare now,’ she said. ‘Daren’t you …?’

Time went by, and I learned much about the world’s past from Samine. She told me that my own age had not come to an end by blowing itself up. It had died slowly by becoming so safe and well-organized that it lost the power to change, to progress, to develop. She told me that although we visited other planets in space, our dream of mankind’s spreading to those planets never happened.

I did not like Samine’s world. I could not understand its attitudes, and I was not sympathetic towards it. All the comfort I enjoyed there depended on Samine. When I was with her, the bitter feelings of the last four years left me. I realized I was falling deeply in love with her.

This was a second reason for not letting Hymorell come back. Even Samine could not make this place heaven, but I had escaped from hell, and I was determined to stay out of it. Because of this, I spent countless hours studying Hymorell’s transfer machine. I learned all I could about it, and although my progress was slow, I began at last to have an idea of how it worked.

But I began to be more and more anxious. I thought constantly of Hymorell in my wheel-chair, slowly building a machine that would take me back to suffer in my old body again. My fear grew stronger. I was afraid to go to sleep in case I woke to find myself back in that chair.

Samine also began to look worried. I wished I knew exactly why. She was certainly fond of me, and felt responsible for me. She was sorry for me because I felt so miserable at the thought of going back. But she felt just as sorry for Hymorell, who was now suffering in my body.

And then, when six months had gone by and I had begun to hope, it happened. It happened without sign or warning. I went to sleep in the room of the great green building. I woke in my own world - with a dreadful pain in my missing leg.

Everything was exactly as it had been, and I opened the drug bottle immediately.

When I became calmer, I saw something that had not been there before. It was on the table beside me, and it looked like a radio that had been only partly constructed.

I looked very carefully at all the wires and switches, but I touched nothing. I began to see that it was a simpler copy of Hymorell’s machine in the other world. I recognized the lens and the two small handles on either side of it. I was still looking at it and trying to see how it had been made when I fell asleep.

When I awoke, I began to think hard. I was determined not to remain as I was now. There were two ways to escape: the first way I had always had, and still had. But now there was a second way - Hymorell’s machine.

If I did manage to transfer, the main problem was that the transfer machine would be left behind, and would be waiting there for Hymorell to use again. I suppose he never expected that I would know how to use it myself. Somehow, I had to stop him using the machine when he found himself back in my body.

Perhaps I could leave a small bomb in the machine, on a delayed time-switch. Then, after I had transferred, the machine would blow itself up. But Hymorell would be able to build another one. As long as he existed, he would be able to build another … That made the answer obvious. So I made my plan.

About a year ago I had bought some poison in case the pain became so bad that I wanted to end my suffering. I poured the poison into the bottle containing the painkilling drug, which always stood by me. The poison was colourless, and did not change the appearance of the drug. I guessed that if Hymorell was transferred back into my body, he would do exactly as I had done. As soon as he felt the pain, he would take some of the drug.

Then I tried the machine several times, but without success. 1 knew Hymorell’s mind and body would resist too strongly for him to be transferred while he was awake. I had to catch him while he was asleep, so I continued to try at intervals of four hours.

At last the machine began to react, and the transfer was much easier than I expected. I took hold of the two handles, and concentrated on the lens, which began to give out a strange light. I felt as if I were swimming. The room began to move round me, and I could not see anything clearly. When everything stood still again, I was in that green room, with Samine beside me. I put out my hands towards her, and then I realized that she was crying. I had never seen her cry before.

‘What is it, Samine? What’s the matter?’ I asked.

For a moment she was completely silent, and then she said:

is that you, Terry? I can’t believe it.’ ‘Yes,’ I answered, ‘it’s certainly me. I told you I wouldn’t stay there.’

She began to cry again, but in a different way. I put my arm round her, and asked her why she was crying.

It’s Hymorell,’ she said. ‘Your world has done something dreadful to him. When he came back, he was hard and bitter. He kept talking of pain and suffering. He was … cruel.’

I was not surprised. Her people knew nothing of illness or pain. If a body became weak or sick in any way, they transferred. They had never experienced real suffering.

‘Why didn’t it affect you like that, too?’ she asked.

I think it did at first,’ I admitted. ‘But I learned that bitterness doesn’t do any good.’

I was afraid of him. He was cruel,’ she repeated.

I kept myself awake for forty-eight hours, to make sure. I knew that Hymorell would need the drug soon after he woke up. When I felt sure that he must have taken it, I let myself sleep.

When I opened my eyes, I had returned to my old body. I knew then that he had suspected the drug, and had avoided it. The machine was on the table beside me, and I saw a feather of smoke rising from it. Cautiously, I switched off the power at the wall, and pulled out the wire leading to the machine. Inside it I found a small container from which the smoke was coming. Very quickly I threw the container through the window. Half an hour later his small bomb exploded. To make sure that the machine was not destroyed before he had been completely transferred, Hymorell had allowed a safety period. Luckily for me, he had made it too long.

I desperately needed the painkilling drug, but I did not dare use the bottle on the table. I pushed my wheel-chair over to the cupboard and took out a new bottle. But I could not be sure about that, either, so I deliberately smashed it on the floor, and then phoned the doctor. I was glad when he arrived only ten minutes later, even though he was angry with me for being so clumsy.

I began to think of other plans. I thought of fixing a poisoned needle in the arm of my chair. I thought of infecting my body with a fatal disease that would kill it after I had transferred out of it. The first plan was weak because I could not get the right poison without the help of another person ready to break the law. The second plan was too much of a risk because of possible delays. Besides, Hymorell might have transferred me back to my own body by the time the disease killed it.

Then I thought of a time-switch. I could buy one without difficulty or questions, and I did. I still had my army revolver and I hid it between the books in my bookcase, so that it pointed exactly at my head as I bent over the machine. It was fixed to fire when someone got hold of the two handles of the machine, but it would not work until after the time-switch had switched itself on. This meant that I could use the machine safely, and after I had used it, the time-switch would switch on. The next time two hands touched the handles, the revolver would fire with fatal results.

I waited for three days, thinking that Hymorell would stay awake until he was certain that his small bomb had been successful. Then I tried to transfer, and did it successfully. But three days later I was back in my wheelchair again.

Hymorell had been very cautious and clever. He must have seen the extra wires to the time-switch, and had cut them. But in the cupboard under the stairs I found the trap he had left for me. He had used a switch that was operated by a change in the temperature, so that it turned on as the house became cooler in the evening. It was a clever little arrangement, using the powder out of the revolver bullets. Near the powder were paper and old clothes covered in oil. I would have been burned to death within minutes.

I started to think and plan once more. During the war someone had invented an underground bomb that did not explode until the seventh enemy lorry had gone over it. It gave me an idea and I worked hard on it for two days. My new trap was much harder to find and avoid than anything either of us had used before. I was very pleased with it, and even more pleased when I succeeded in transferring myself again.

I managed to stay awake for three days, but then I had to sleep. I slept for fourteen hours - and woke up in the same place. That was excellent. I couldn’t believe he would wait so long before trying to transfer me. My last trap must have worked. As time went by, I began to feel more relaxed and then more confident that I was safe. I began to plan what I should do with an endless life ahead of me as a citizen of this other world. I did not intend to do nothing as the other people did. I told Samine how I felt.

‘Yes,’ she admitted, I know. For my first two bodies I felt the same. You are so young, Terry.’ She sat looking at me a little sadly.

It was then that I realized my feelings for Samine had changed. For the first time I saw beyond her perfect shape and young beauty. Inside, she was old and tired - her age was far beyond my reach. The energy of my youth had amused and attracted her. Now she was tired of it and of me. I fell out of love with her the moment I realized this. I must have stared at her for a long time.

‘You don’t want me any more,’ I told her. Ii don’t amuse you any longer. You want Hymorell.’

‘Yes, Terry,’ she said quietly.

For the next few days I thought deeply about what to do. I had never liked her world. It was weak and dying. Loving Samine had been the only pleasant part - and that had now vanished. I felt trapped, and horrified by a future of several lifetimes. Perhaps, after all, it was better that life came to an end. I was terrified by the thought of existing almost endlessly …

But my worry was not necessary. I am in no danger of existing for ever. I went to sleep feeling very depressed in the great green building, and when I woke, I found myself in this hospital.

How Hymorell did it I don’t completely understand. I suspect that, like me, he had become tired of the game we’d been playing. So he looked for a way for both of us to escape. I think he built an ordinary transfer machine, and used it together with the one he had invented for transferring across time. With these two machines he managed a triangle of changes. I assume that Hymorell returned safely to his own body, and a weak-minded patient from this psychology hospital was transferred to my wheel-chair.

When I realized what had happened, I wrote at once enquiring about Terry Moreton. I signed the letter with the name I am given here, and claimed that I had known Terry in the past. I learned that he was dead. He had been killed by an electric shock while he was experimenting with some radio equipment. This had happened three hours after I had woken to find myself in this place.

My position here is difficult. If I pretend to be Stephen Tallboy, I am a weak-minded creature with no legal right to leave the protection of this hospital. If I claim to be Terry Moreton, the doctors say that I am living in a fantasy world of my imagination. I have little chance of recovering my property, but I think I shall be able to show myself normal enough to be released.

If I can obtain my freedom, I shall be in a better situation than I was before. I shall have a complete body that works well, and I should be able to use it to live successfully in a world I understand. So I think I gain more than I lose.

However, I am Terry Moreton.

  *

… As you will realize, the patient’s imagination has created a well-developed fantasy. If there is nothing more seriously wrong with him, we shall without doubt be able to release the patient some time in the near future.

However, we think you ought to know two things that cannot be explained. One is that, although the two men have never met, Stephen Tallboy knows in surprising detail the facts of Terry Moreton’s private life. Another is that, when we arranged a meeting between Stephen Tallboy and some of Terry Moreton’s friends, he immediately called them by their names and knew all about them. They were amazed by this, and they protest that he does not look like Terry Moreton in any way -though they add that his way of speaking reminds them of Terry Moreton.

I attach to this letter full legal proof that the patient is indeed Stephen Tallboy. If there are any new developments, we shall, of course, inform you.

Yours truly, J. K. Johnson (Head of Psychology)


THE END


*** This book was produced as a study piece for English classes ***


GLOSSARY


airlock a small room with an airtight door at each end and a very small insect that lives in an organized society anti-slavery laws laws to stop people buying, selling, and

owning other people as slaves bark (v) to give the sharp, hard cry that a dog makes battery a container (of varying sizes) for storing and supplying

electricity (e.g. a torch battery) bully (n and v) a person who hurts or frightens a weaker person

buzzing (n) a steady humming sound, as made by some insects chess a game for two people, played on a board with sixteen

‘chessmen’ for each player compartment one of several separate enclosed places, into

which a larger area has been divided course the direction or route followed by a ship or an aeroplane

crew all the people working on a ship, an aeroplane, etc. dome a roof or building that is shaped like half a circle earth (What on earth …?) used for emphasis, to show puzzlement, surprise, anger, etc. electricity the supply of electric power used for lighting, heating, driving machines, etc. evil wicked, very bad

exclaim to cry out suddenly in anger, surprise, pain, etc. explosive (n) a substance (e.g. that used in bombs) that is able to explode fantasy a belief in something that is unreal, invented by the imagination

fire-tube a weapon used by the Globe people, which has the power to kill

fuel anything (wood, coal, oil, etc.) burned to produce heat or power

globe a round object with the shape of a ball

gravity the force that pulls everything towards the centre of the

Earth or any other large object head-over-heels rolling or spinning in a complete circle hissing (n) a sound like that of a long V, as made by steam escaping through a small hole interest rate the percentage (e.g. 10%, 15%) at which money is paid regularly to somebody who has put their money in a bank, company, etc. lens a piece of glass with curved surfaces magnetic with the power of electrical attraction, as when two metals are pulled towards each other meteor a lump of metal or rock that flies through the sky from outer space monster an unnatural creature of huge size movement (as in Women’s Freedom Movement) a group of people working together for the same purpose naked not wearing any clothes

orbit the path followed by a planet, star, moon, etc. round another body, e.g. the Earth’s orbit round the sun

outhouse a small building for tools, etc. outside the main building

plain (n) a large area of flat land, without hills or valleys planet a body (e.g. Earth, Mars, Jupiter) in space that moves around a star (e.g. the sun) public address system a system of microphones and

loudspeakers used to make announcements to a lot of people

(e.g. on a plane or ship) race (n) a large group of people who share the same physical characteristics, e.g. skin colour, shape of eyes and nose revolver a small, hand-held gun from which several bullets can be fired very quickly salany a word invented by John Wyndham, meaning a very long period of time sergeant a police officer below an inspector space (also outer space) the area beyond the Earth’s atmosphere in which all other planets and stars exist sting (v) to hurt somebody with a sharp, poisonous point, as an insect does

universe all existing things, including the Earth and its creatures, and all stars, planets, etc. in space victory success in a war, battle, competition, etc.

Meteor and Other Stories


ACTIVITIES

Before Reading

Read the introduction on the first page of the book, and the back cover. What can you guess about these stories? For each story, choose one idea - either because you think it is likely, or because it appeals to you. Explain the reasons for your choice.

In the story Meteor, the smooth round metal ball is in fact…

a secret weapon, which has fallen by accident from a rocket.

a meteor from outer space, containing poisonous gases.

a spaceship from a distant planet, containing living creatures.

a spaceship from Mars, containing two Martian children.

In the story Dumb Martian, the ‘dumb Martian’ …

is a more intelligent being than many humans from Earth.

is an amazingly stupid creature.

can only speak the Martian language.

is the name of a robot sent to explore the planet Mars.

In the story Survival, the characters can only stay alive by …

living in cities built deep underground.

fighting a desperate war against a different life-form.

killing and eating each other.

eating artificial food grown in laboratories.

In the story Body and Soul,…

a woman gives up her soul in exchange for a beautiful body.

humans travel in spirit to other planets, leaving their bodies ‘parked’ on Earth and returning to them after their journey.

a soul takes over a new body when its old body dies.

the characters travel through time for thousands of years.

ACTIVITIES: While Reading

Read the story Meteor as far as the five black dots on page 13. The humans and the Fortans see, hear, and experience things very differently. Whose viewpoint is given in each note below? Then use the notes to write sentences comparing the two viewpoints.

a metal mountain, the largest thing ever built

a hissing noise, and later a faint buzzing noise

a very wide level plain and a square sun

a great black monster, with two pointed ears

the brick wall of the outhouse

spiders and other insects

fierce grey creatures, builders of the tunnels

Before you finish reading Meteor, how do you expect the story to end? Choose one of these ideas, or think of your own.

The Fortans take over the planet Earth.

The humans find the Fortans and destroy them like insects.

Some Fortans find a safe shelter and begin to build a new civilization, but the story leaves them with an uncertain future.

The Fortans survive, and adapt so rapidly to life on Earth that they soon become as cruel and aggressive as humans.

Read Dumb Martian down to the bottom of page 35. Who said this, and to whom? What were they talking about?

‘What! Me marry a Martian?’

‘You’ve never lived here, have you?’

“I wish I’d brought one.”

‘You can do it when you try, you see.’

‘My face isn’t rubber like an Earth face.’

‘You’re interfering with things that aren’t your business.’

‘Well, now she can read, she’ll discover the truth.’

Before you finish reading Dumb Martian, can you guess the answers to these questions?

Is Alan Winter really dead? Or is he hiding somewhere and planning to return unexpectedly to rescue Lellie?

What will happen to Duncan’s and Lellie’s relationship?

Do you think Lellie suspects Duncan of arranging Alan’s death, and if so, will she say anything to Duncan or keep silent?

Will Lellie take her revenge on Duncan, and if so, how?

Read Survival down to the bottom of page 61. Complete these sentences in your own words.

The Captain thought Alice Morgan was a quiet little thing, but the Pilot…

The spaceship’s side-rockets would not work, which meant…

The spaceship would not go on into outer space because …

The Captain was deeply shocked when Alice …

Before you finish reading Survival, how much can you guess about the rest of the story?

What is Alice’s reason for demanding more food?

Will starvation cause the next deaths, or something else?

What will they do when they run out of food?

How many survivors will the rescue spaceship find?

Read Body and Soul down to the bottom of page 95, and answer these questions.

What made Sally break off her engagement to Terry?

What kind of world did Terry find himself in when he woke up from his drugged sleep?

How did Terry learn Samine’s language?

What was happening to the human race in Samine’s time?

How many bodies had Samine lived in?

Why did Hymorell want to exchange bodies with Terry?

Why was Hymorell able to exchange bodies with Terry?

Why did Terry and Hymorell try so hard to kill each other?

Before you read to the end of Body and Soul, how do you think the two main characters are feeling at this point? Choose from these ideas.

If Terry manages to return to the future, he will …

love Samine more and more deeply as time passes.

do anything to avoid returning to his legless body.

become terrified at the thought of an almost endless life.

Samine will …

offer to return with Terry to his world.

decide in the end that she prefers Hymorell to Terry.

not be there the next time Terry manages to transfer.

How do you think the story will finish?

Will Terry and Hymorell just go on battling until one of them manages to kill the other, or is there another solution? If so, what might it be, and who will think of it? (There is a clue in the letter at the beginning of the story.)


ACTIVITIES

After Reading

1 At the end of Meteor, imagine that Onns and a few friends escaped. Here is Onns’s next entry in his diary. Put the sentences in the best order to make a paragraph of eleven sentences, and choose one suitable linking word for each gap.

Muin very bravely shot and killed this white monster, then three of the huge creatures came thundering towards us.

I can hardly bear to remember the last horror.

It is now two days Muin led us into open country, we found a forest of tall green plants, five times our

height.

Something - I cannot describe it - came down from the sky picked up Muin, taking him from our sight.

I and a few others reached safety in the tunnels, we wish now we had died with our friends, what future can any of us hope for in this mad, evil world?

Each day we went out to explore the forest a little further, 	today disaster hit us	I fear we are near the end.

We were hurrying back to the tunnels a cloud of killer dust hit us, within seconds hundreds of us were dead.

We could find no shelter in this forest, at night we returned to the tunnels to sleep and rest.

It is hard to explain what happened next.

A minute later,	, Muin returned to us, falling out of the sky crashing to the ground, killed him instantly.

First, we were attacked by a great, long-haired white monster, 	made the most terrifying noises at us.

Did Lellie get away with it? At the end of Dumb Martian, the Company Agent investigated Duncan Weaver’s death and sent a report on it to his boss. Choose one suitable word to fill each gap.

Agent’s Report

Just before Weaver was due to to Mars, his dead body was outside the dome by his young	wife. Her statement

follows this report,does not really explain the strange in which her husband died. Weaver was not a pleasant man and I suspected him of treating his wife badly,	it is quite possible that she caused his death. However, there is no evidence to support my suspicions, and I recommend that the company takes no further	interest in this matter. Duncan Weaver will be missed.

Statement by Lellie Weaver

My husband had some kind of accident while he was working outside the dome, but I do not know what. I had a headache and had gone to bed early, so I knew nothing about it until it was too late.

Earlier, my husband had said he	had to check something on the container	. He may have shut the outer door	of the airlock by accident and was unable to open it, and perhaps it went wrong with his space-suit battery	he was trying to cut a 	in the wall to get back	. When I woke up, I went look for him and saw his floating outside the window. Then I called Jupiter IV on the radio for help.

At the end of Survival, what do you think happens next? Choose some ideas from this list, and write another ending for the story.

Alice shoots the Captain, but the other two men escape.

By now Alice is quite mad and cannot understand that she no longer needs to shoot people for food.

Back on the rescue ship the officers think of plans to save Alice without getting shot themselves - broadcasting a radio message into the Hunter, telling Alice not to shoot, or throwing in some food which has been drugged.

The three men get the gun away from Alice and explain who they are. Alice bursts into tears of relief and joy. She seems quite sane and no mention is ever made of the human leg bone.

Alice shoots all three of the rescuers and starts eating them.

When Hymorell in Body and Soul made the final transfer back into his own body, what did he and Samine say to each other? Complete Hymorell’s part of the conversation in your own words.

Samine: Hymorell, is it really you?

Hymorell:

Samine: But how can you be so sure? Your traps haven’t caught

Terry so far and he’s always managed to transfer himself back.

Hymorell:

Samine: Of course he’ll want to. Here he has a young, strong

body, with two whole legs.

Hymorell:

Samine: A new body? You mean you’ve done a three-way transfer? So who has been unlucky enough to get Terry’s old body?

Hymorell:

Samine: And what will happen to him?

Hymorell:

Samine: Poor Stephen Tallboy! And what about Terry? If he’s in

Stephen Tallboy’s body, how will he ever get out of hospital?

Hymorell:

Samine: I expect you’re right. Terry was clever - and energetic, and young, so very young …

Perhaps this is what some of the characters in the stories were thinking. Which characters are they (two from each story), and what is happening in the story at this moment?

‘How can he have changed so much? He’s so hard, so bitter, so cruel! This experiment of his is a terrible mistake!’

‘I’ve seen the bruises on that poor girl’s face! She’s very intelligent and she deserves someone better than this stupid, uneducated bully. I’m glad I’ve told him what I think of him.’

‘It’s an artificial meteor, with very advanced technology. I’m sure it is. My colleagues disagree, because they can’t understand the purpose of it, but that doesn’t mean I’m wrong …’

‘What the hell’s happened to his legs? Those are knife marks -Oh my God! That means someone has… Oh, that’s horrible!’

‘All around me is an endless forest of tall, thin green plants. The air is colder and fresher here than in the tunnels. So far we’ve seen no monsters, so I think we’ll go back and fetch the others.’

‘Oh no, not the wheel-chair again! Oh God, the pain! I can’t risk the painkiller - it may be poisoned. How can I stop him? Perhaps a little bomb in the machine, on a time switch …’

‘I’m so hungry! I can’t go on like this. No, I’ll just have to tell the Captain about the baby. He must let me have more food. He must. After all, I’m eating for two people now.’

‘Is he going to cut the wall, and blow us both up? No, he heard me, and there he is at the window, looking in at my little bomb. He’ll soon be dead, anyway. He’s very dumb for an Earthman.’

Here are some new titles for the stories. Match them to the stories that suit them best. Some of them are suitable for more than one story. Which are they, and can you explain why?

Escape to a New World	·	Baby in Orbit

The Mouse That Roared	·	A Tax-Free Revenge

Insect Killers	·	A Fatal Mistake

The Transfer Trap	·	Wheel-Chair Games

Dumb and Dumber	·	The Cost of a Wife

Monsters of the Blue Planet	·	The Globe

The Woman Wins	·	The Use of Legs

What did you think about the ideas in these stories? Think about or discuss the following questions.

‘Go and be wise, kind, and truthful. Go in peace.’ If this is the Fortans’ attitude, do you think that Earth is a suitable place for them? What advice would you give the Fortans on arrival?

‘Look, baby. Look there! Food! Lovely food …’ These were the last words in Survival. What effect did these words have on you? Do you think it was a good ending? Why, or why not?

If starving people have no other source of food, can they be forgiven if they eat other human beings in order to survive?

Is the urge to survive the strongest urge in all living creatures? What can you find in these stories to support this idea?

Do you think human nature will always be the same, despite the changes that the future is bound to bring to the world?

Which of these four stories did you like best, and which did you like least? Explain why.
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I, Robot
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A human being is a soft, weak creature. It needs constant supplies of air, water, and food; it has to spend a third of its life asleep, and it can’t work if the temperature is too hot or too cold.
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San Francisco lies under a cloud of radioactive dust. People live in half-deserted apartment buildings, and keep electric animals as pets because so many real animals have died. Most people emigrate to Mars - unless they have a job to do on Earth.

Like Rick Deckard - android killer for the police and owner of an electric sheep. This week he has to find, identify, and kill six androids which have escaped from Mars. They’re machines, but they look and sound and think like humans - clever, dangerous humans. They will be hard to kill.
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Ghost Stories


RETOLD BY ROSEMARY BORDER


After dinner we turned the lights out and played ‘hide-and-seek’. In the dark, I touched a hand, a very cold hand. Now, because of the game, I had to hide in the dark with … with this cold person - not speaking, not knowing who it was. Slowly the others found us, hid with us, until we were all there - all thirteen. Thirteen? But there were only twelve people in the house! We touched each other in the dark, counting. Thirteen. Quickly, nervously, I lit a match to see …
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The Enemy

DESMOND BAGLEY Retold by Ralph Mowat

On a beautiful summer evening in the quiet town of Marlow, a young woman is walking home from church. She passes a man who is looking at the engine of his car. He turns round, smiles at her … and throws acid into her face.

Then her father, the scientist George Ashton, disappears. And her sister, Penny, discovers that her husband-to-be, Malcolm, is a government agent. Why has Ashton disappeared, and why is Malcolm told to hunt for him? Who is George Ashton, anyway?

And who is the enemy?
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Cold Comfort Farm

STELLA GIBBONS Retold by Clare West

The farm lies in the shadow of a hill, and the farmyard rarely sees the sun, even in summer, when the sukebind hangs heavy in the branches. Here live the Starkadders - Aunt Ada Doom, Judith, Amos, Seth, Reuben, Elfine … They lead messy, untidy lives, full of dark thoughts, moody silences, and sudden noisy quarrels.

That is, until their attractive young cousin arrives from London. Neat, sensible, efficient, Flora Poste cannot bear messes (they are so uncivilized). She begins to tidy up the Starkadders’ lives at once …
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A Window on the Universe

Short stories by ray bradbury, bill brown, philip k. dick, arthur c clarke, jerome bixby, isaac asimov, brian aldiss, john wyndham, roald dahl

What does the future hold in store for the human race? Aliens from distant galaxies, telepathic horror, interstellar war, time-warps, the shriek of a rose, collision with an asteroid - the unknown lies around every corner, and the universe is a big place. These nine science-fiction stories offer possibilities that are fantastic, humorous, alarming, but always thought-provoking.


METEOR AND OTHER STORIES


It was just a smooth round metal ball, less than a metre in diameter. Although it was still hot from its journey through the huge nothingness of space, it looked quite harmless. But what was it, exactly? A meteor, perhaps -just one of those pieces of rock from outer space that occasionally fall down on to the planet Earth. But meteors don’t usually make strange hissing sounds …

In this collection of four of his famous science-fiction stories, John Wyndham creates visions of the future that make us think carefully about the way we live now.

Text adaptation by Patrick Nobes
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