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Steve
and Maggie were sitting in the pilot’s compartment of the Viking,
holding mugs of hot coffee. Like the rest of the crew, they were
silently watching the capsule they had just used being towed away.

It
was now a good half a million kilometres from them and gaining speed
rapidly. The drone towing it was carrying out the flight plan
meticulously, exactly following the light blue line on the radar
denoting the optimum flight trajectory. According to the computer, in
thirty minutes the drone would have imparted sufficient kinetic
energy to the capsule for it to continue on a ballistic trajectory
and be picked up by the Sun’s gravitational field. After two loops
around the Sun, it would disappear forever into the maelstrom of the
turbulent photosphere.

“I’m
sorry for the capsule, it was so nice!” said Maggie quietly all of
a sudden. “It would have been interesting to study it from an
organic point of view too. The aliens might have left at least some
small trace.”

“No
thank you, young lady,” replied the captain. “I don’t want any
alien infection on my ship! Isn’t that right?” he asked, turning
to the pilot, who only smiled in confusion and shrugged his shoulders
vaguely. He didn’t want to contradict either the captain or the
attractive student.

“Perhaps
we should have put robots in it before throwing it into the Sun,”
the pilot suggested.

Maggie
shook her head.

“We
did think about it, but it wouldn’t have worked. We would have
needed highly sensitive detectors, because any contamination would
hardly have exceeded a couple of dozen molecules per cubic metre. The
capsule was too cramped for apparatus like that.”

“That’s
too bad,” muttered the pilot as he turned back to his console.

The
captain looked at the radar screen for a few more seconds, drumming
his fingers impatiently on the nearest console.

“That’s
all, it’s time,” he said to the pilot. “Let’s get to the
first ring; they’ve been waiting for us.”

It
took some hours to reach the first ring. When they did so, Steve and
Maggie transferred from the Viking to a ship waiting to take them to
Earth. A few days later, they landed at the Fleet spaceport, where
several figures in space combat uniforms were waiting for them.

Steve
noticed them while the ship was going in to land. Descending the
steps, he nodded to them in greeting. In spite of their somewhat
stern appearance, they were quite polite.

“How
was the flight, Sir? Ma’am?” asked one of the officers.

“Nothing
special, all as usual,” replied Steve, trying to look like a
veteran space wolf.

“Nothing
special?” exclaimed Maggie. “From entering the atmosphere almost
to landing, we were shaking terribly!”

One
of the escorting officers nodded understandingly.

“It’s
been strangely disturbed in the stratosphere recently, there’s a
lot of turbulence. Ships get shaken when they return from orbit.
Particularly small ones like yours,” he said, pointing to the ship.

Meanwhile,
they had reached the armoured minivan waiting for them. Steve looked
around distractedly, trying to work out where he could put his bag.
There wasn’t much room inside.

“Welcome
aboard. I’ll take your things,” said the officer, taking Steve’s
bag and stretching out an arm to pick up Maggie’s luggage. She
passed him her bag, nodded her thanks and climbed inside.

The
minivan quickly left the launch pad and, after a few minutes, stopped
at the entrance to an unfamiliar building. Steve had not been to this
part of the Space Fleet base before. The officers escorted them to
the entrance and, while they were explaining matters to the guard,
Maggie seized the opportunity to take a few deep breaths of fresh
air.

It
was strange. The air on board the ships in which she had spent the
past few days had been ideally pure, rich in the purest oxygen.
Nevertheless, this artificial atmosphere reminded her more and more
of a stuffy room. There was something in the fresh air on a normal
street that was lacking in the artificial and sterile environment of
spaceships.

The
escorting officers led them both to a hall and left them alone. The
instruction ‘Wait for connection’ was winking on a huge screen.

“What
do you think, does someone want to talk to us?” asked Steve.

“Maybe
the president?”

“Don’t
you think he has more important things to do?”

“Well,
who knows?”

The
words on the screen faded out and MacQueen’s face appeared. Steve
looked significantly at Maggie, who assumed an exaggerated expression
of disappointment. Evidently, she did not find the general that
attractive.

“Good
day,” said MacQueen in greeting and, without waiting for any
formalities in reply, pointed to a man in typical military
battledress sitting next to him.

“Allow
me to introduce Dr. Powell, head of the military psychologists’
group. His people were in charge of the selection process for the
contact. He knows more about you than you think, and he has some
questions for you. Go ahead, doctor.”

Powell
nodded his thanks to the general.

“That’s
right. Thank you, general. I have observed your contact and read the
transcript of the negotiations, so I am familiar with the subjects
discussed. I now hope you will be good enough to give me your
personal opinions,” he began.

The
timbre and intonation of his voice were less dry than the general’s,
but nevertheless, he spoke in a strange, unemotional way, almost like
the aliens with whom Steve and Maggie had recently been conversing.

This
time, Maggie was ready to reply before Steve. “The dialogue was
very interesting. There were three of them. They said during the
conversation that they reproduced by sexual means, but they didn’t
go into any detail. Taking account of what was said, and judging from
their external appearance, two of those present were of the feminine
gender and one of the masculine.”

The
psychologist listened attentively, but his expression did not betray
what he thought of it all. He showed absolutely no trace of emotion.
He simply listened and made notes on the tablet in front of him. When
Maggie paused, he stopped taking notes, raised his eyes and looked
into the camera.

“It’s
interesting that you began with that particular aspect,” he said.
“Tell me, why do you think that they divided into male and female
in precisely that way?”

“I
didn’t say they divided in that way, I only meant that their
figures had visible secondary gender characteristics which in our
race would make them women or men.”


“To which characteristics
was your attention drawn in the first place?”

“The
torso, the ratio of the length of the legs – I mean the lower limbs
– to the rest of the body. The appearance and disposition of the
muscles. The posture.”

“What
about you, sir?”

“It’s
hard to say. I’m not a biologist, I’m an astrophysicist... Well,
the things you usually notice. The shoulders, the breasts, the hips.”

“Did
you pay attention initially to the female forms or the male one?”

“I
don’t know. I just came to realise at some point that they appeared
to be of different genders...”

The
psychologist raised his eyes again, this time looking at Steve.

“Please
continue.”

Steve
coughed. The conversation was more like an interrogation, and he was
feeling some discomfort from the sight of the psychologist, who, it
seemed, was staring directly into the depths of his soul, stirring it
up with his questions as if poking a fire.

“On
the whole, the figures were quite well-built, tall, I would say more
than averagely so. But I was devoting most of my attention to what
they were saying, not to how they looked. If you had seen their ugly
mugs – ” Steve checked himself, “their faces, you would
understand what I mean.”

“All
right. Did you consider them as potential sexual partners?”

“No!”
cried Steve and Maggie at the same time, almost shouting.

“Why
these strange questions, if you don’t mind me asking?” inquired
Maggie.

“Forgive
me, Ma’am. We are trying to understand the aliens’ behaviour,
that is why I am asking these questions. In spite of the fact that
the aliens were at least humanoid in form, they did not look
attractive from your point of view?”

“No.”

“Why
not?”

“Well,
they were like people, but they weren’t people. Their appearance
was more likely to arouse horror.”

“So
the aliens were trying to be like people, but to you, their
appearance produced a horrifying impression. In your opinion, was
this a failed attempt at mimicry, or was it deliberate?”

Maggie
thought for a few seconds, but could not decide what to say. Steve,
without waiting for her to reply, took the initiative. “I don’t
think they were aiming to be ideal copies of us.”

Maggie
nodded in agreement.

“I
don’t believe that they wanted to but couldn’t,” Steve
continued. “They are too advanced technologically to make such a
mistake. After all, we ourselves are capable of making humanoid
robots that are very like people. So a civilisation at their level of
development must have found a process that would enable them to
produce a simulacrum exactly like a human. No, it must have been
deliberate. They wanted to be like us, but they did not want to be
copies of us.”

“Why,
in your opinion, did they refuse to appear in their natural form?”

“They
explained it by saying that our reaction would be too emotional, that
it would have a negative effect on the quality of the discussion,”
replied Steve.

“Do
you think this explanation corresponds with the truth?”

“It
does make a certain amount of sense. I have heard that in
conversation, a human takes in a great deal of non-verbal
information, which in this case would have been too alarming to
enable us to concentrate on the pure semantics of the words.”

“Yes,
this is a known phenomenon, but that was the aliens’ answer to your
question about their appearance. What is your personal opinion on
this question? Did their explanation appear convincing, against the
background of your general impression?”

“It
did, completely,” said Maggie, answering for Steve.

Steve
nodded in approval.

“All
right. During the contact, did you notice anything strange?”

“In
what sense?” asked Maggie.

“For
example, strange feelings, mood swings, unaccustomed associations,
unusual thoughts...”

“I
didn’t notice anything of that kind,” replied Steve.

Maggie
took her time about answering, apparently recalling how the contact
had gone.

“It
was somewhat strange to see humanoid beings, looking quite unnatural,
but expressing their thoughts quite clearly...”

“I
think that is quite understandable. We are accustomed to conducting
conversations only with people...”

“Apart
from that, I didn’t notice anything in particular.”

“Nor
did I,” added Steve.

The
psychologist made a few more notes on his tablet, then turned to
MacQueen and nodded. MacQueen thanked Steve and Maggie, and the video
relay screen went dead.

*****

“What
is your opinion, doctor?” asked MacQueen, as soon as the link was
broken.

Dr.
Powell scrolled back to the beginning of the notes he had made during
the conversation and rapidly ran his eyes over them.

“The
behaviour of our delegates was more or less what we expected. I made
a presentation on the subject, if you recall.”

The
general nodded.

“Yes,
I remember it clearly.”

“During
the conversation, the delegates balanced each other well. The male
delegate was inclined to more impulsive behaviour, while the female
one sensed when the discussion was beginning to become emotionally
charged, and acted as a restraining factor. On the whole, we can say
that from the psychological point of view, the contact was a
success.”

“Excellent.
But I am more interested in your assessment of the aliens’
behaviour.”

“To
all appearances, the aliens were trying to minimise non-verbal
information. No particular gestures, whether conscious or
unconscious, were noticed during the negotiations. This indicates
that the aliens were concentrating on arguments and appealing to
reason rather than feelings, and that consequently they were sincere,
at least within the framework of the conversation.

“Or
it is also possible, though in the opinion of most of the scientists
and of our male delegate highly improbable, that they simply do not
know the behavioural characteristics of the human race well enough,
and consequently do not know how to make use of them for their own
ends.”

MacQueen
sighed deeply but covertly.

“So
you are inclined to think that the aliens were being frank with us?”

“Yes.
I was unable to detect any attempts at concealed manipulation. On the
whole, the conversation concentrated on the arguments.

“But
there is one thing worth noting. There are several levels of
sincerity. There is the sincerity of a naughty three-year-old child
who has been caught out and sincerely repents what he has done; and
then there is the sincerity of a lawyer defending the accused in
court. In the first case, you have quite a good chance of hearing the
whole truth, but in the second, despite the fact that the lawyer does
not have the right to lie to the judge, you have to be careful in
assessing what was actually said.”

“The
aliens, if I understand you correctly, come into the second
category?”

“Quite
definitely. We can assume that everything they say is actually true,
but must try very hard not to add any further meaning to their words.
If they intend to keep their word, and to all appearances they do,
then they will keep it exactly to the extent they said they would and
not an inch more.”

“So
in a certain sense, doctor, we have to be prepared to sup with the
Devil, and use a long spoon?”

“I
am quite sure that they are devilishly clever, general. To what
extent they will try to trick us is not something I can make an
objective assessment of on the basis of the information available to
me.”
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John
had been sleeping badly recently. He had suffered from insomnia at
the beginning of his presidency, but with time, it had become routine
for him to switch off from the flood of events and decisions of the
previous day. This time, however, it was quite different. One could
say without exaggeration that a project like this was the culmination
of his whole life, and it was not so easy to switch off from it.

Turning
over for the tenth time, he lay still and kept his eyes closed for a
few more seconds, but eventually could not stand it any longer and
opened them. It was dark in the room, the night sky giving off very
little light, and he clicked his fingers to switch on the light on
the night table and sat on the bed, looking at his clock. It was half
past three in the morning.

The
three weeks he had allocated for the first assessment of the project
were dragging on interminably. It made him think of his childhood,
when the approach of Christmas had kept him awake in expectation of
presents. This time the present was much more valuable.

He
picked up his tablet to call the head of military intelligence, but
changed his mind. It would be bad form, after all, for the president
to alarm people in the middle of the night simply because he couldn’t
sleep. He was on the point of putting it back, when he remembered
that this particular official was in a different time zone. It would
only be late evening where he was, and he gave the command to make
the call.

“I
hear you, Mr. President,” said a voice, as if its owner had been
awaiting the call.

“Good
evening. What is our status on the project?”

The
head of intelligence did not need to consult his computer to answer
this question; he knew the state of affairs by heart. It seemed the
president wasn’t the only one being deprived of sleep by the
project with the aliens.

“Optimists
are predominant in the Academic Council. The division is about two
thirds for and a quarter against, with the rest still undecided. Most
likely they will support the project. The engineering-technical group
is also inclined to support it, in roughly the same proportions. I
would even say a slight euphoria prevails among them. Apparently,
simple curiosity is playing the decisive role in this. It would be a
great leap forward in technology, skipping several generations.”

The
president nodded in satisfaction.

“OK.
What about the fleet?”

The
head of intelligence took his time about answering this.

“That’s
more difficult. It looks as if they will vote against the project, at
least in the form now on offer. They are afraid of handing over our
energy supply to others, whose motives they don’t quite understand,
and against whom they have no means of taking strong action, should
they decide to breach the agreements.”

“That’s
clear. How is support distributed within the working group?”

“They
are almost all against, apart from two who are still undecided.”

“So
it would be no use just talking one or two of them around?”

“No
use whatsoever. To convince them, we will have to work on each one of
them, including MacQueen, and he’s not someone who can easily be
persuaded. And please don’t take offence, Mr. President, but he has
weighty arguments on his side.”

“So
military intelligence thinks the same?”

“Mr.
President, my agency does not like to poke its nose into other
people’s business.”

The
president laughed.

“Am
I supposed to believe that?”

“No,
really, I don’t have personnel qualified in this matter. Even if I
wanted to...”

John
interrupted him without waiting for the end of his sentence.

“I
understand, but you think the fleet’s opinion is well grounded?”

“Whatever
the situation, sir, we should not let control of critical
infrastructure out of our hands.”

“All
right, thank you. Good night.”

“Any
time, Mr. President.”

The
president took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and sat motionless for
some time on the edge of the bed. Then he put on a dressing gown and
went out onto the balcony, where he sat looking out towards the
ocean. The closeness of the water and the mild climate awakened
memories and brightened his spirits. There could not be a better
atmosphere for thought.

The
project had to be unconditionally supported by all three groups. The
scientists had to confirm that the long-term change of orbit would
not destroy the Solar System; the engineers had to guarantee the
structural stability of a planet with an empty core, as well as the
possibility of an uninterrupted supply of energy from the core of the
planets; and the military had to guarantee the security of the human
race.

A
project of this scale also had to pass through parliament, where at
least three quarters of the votes would be required. The
parliamentarians were politicians. Most of them were opportunists,
and the remainder were committed conservatives or innovators. No need
to worry about the innovators. There was not the slightest doubt that
their camp would support the project. As soon as they heard the magic
words about a four-and-a-half-fold increase in living space, an
endless quantity of absolutely clean energy and a great leap forward
up several steps of the technology ladder, they would undoubtedly
vote ‘for’. There was no need to convince them, they would
convince themselves.

The
other idealists, passionately believing in conservatism, would strive
with all their might against any innovative project, even the most
beneficial one in the history of the Universe. And if the head of
intelligence was right, they would have sufficient arguments to
justify their retrograde thinking. Even if no such arguments existed,
no-one yet had an answer to the power of demagogy. So there was no
point in wasting time on them either, since there was no hope of
convincing them that the project was viable.

But
as for the opportunists, that was quite another matter. He would have
to deal with them. Firstly, they comprised the majority, and
secondly, they would give their votes to whoever offered the most
politically. If public opinion leant towards the project, they would
support it.

The
president got up from the chair and took several deep breaths, trying
to fill his lungs as much as possible with sea air. Sometimes,
epoch-making decisions had to be taken ahead of time. The problem was
that the ensuing consequences were absolutely unknown, and it was
necessary to rely on intuition. As a rule, such decisions are not
supported by their contemporaries, since the average man is incapable
of assessing such radical prospects. Only true visionaries can see
further than others, and if fate has rewarded them with power, they
are simply obliged to use it for the benefit of all, even if it is
not understood at the time. History will decide who was right.

He
went back to the bed and picked up his tablet again. This time he did
not make a call, but simply dictated a brief text message:

“Guys,
you have worked well. I am sure that no-one in the entire Solar
System could have done better. How about meeting for a coffee? I
impatiently await the moment when I can meet with you face to face in
the Oval Office.”

After
reading the message again, he made a few minor corrections and
gestured for the tablet to send it to his secretary. After that he
lay down in the still warm bed, turned over and, closing his eyes,
was pleased to realise that he was rapidly becoming very sleepy. That
was a good sign. It meant that the plan ripening in his head would
enable the situation to be turned onto a path favourable to him.

Before
sleep finally enfolded him in its arms, one last thought flashed
through his tired mind. When history put the finishing touches to the
story, and it had become clear to later generations whether he had
been the greatest politician on the planet or the greatest fool in
the history of mankind, he would long have left the land of the
living. Whether they put flowers on his tomb or spat on it would, by
then, be a matter of complete indifference to him.
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“This
way please,” said the usher with a smile as she opened the massive
door. Behind it was a spacious office, whose appearance was familiar
to any citizen of the United States of Earth.

Steve
and Maggie entered the empty Oval Office. Before they had time to
look around, a door on the other side opened and the president came
in. A whole entourage followed him – several people were clearly
from the president’s team, but most of them were reporters. As soon
as they were in the room, they raised their cameras with their big
zoom lenses and pointed them at the president and his guests.

“Maggie,
Steve, I’m very pleased to see you,” said the president, giving
them a broad smile, practised to perfection.

He
extended his hand to Maggie. She returned the handshake and, from
habit, would have withdrawn her hand, but the president wouldn’t
let go. Instead, he turned towards the cameras and stood still,
providing a good photo opportunity. After that, he did the same with
Steve. Whereas Maggie was somewhat embarrassed by such a wealth of
attention, Steve quickly adapted to the role of a celebrity and was
himself surprised at how relaxed he was.

“Steve,
Maggie, I have something interesting for you,” said the president
mysteriously, gesturing to someone. A woman from the entourage
quickly came up to him, holding a silver tray with two medals on it.
The hexagonal gold-coloured medals had attractive ribbons with blue
and gold stripes. Steve and Maggie looked at each other in surprise.

The
president picked up the medal on the left and approached Maggie in a
triumphal manner.

“Permit
me, ma’am?”

He
pinned the medal to the lapel of her jacket, made sure it was on
straight and again extended his hand for a handshake.

“Miss
McClaren, it is a great honour for me personally to present you with
the State Achievement Medal for your outstanding research in the
field of astrobiology.”

The
camera shutters clicked madly, as if a horde of clacking insects had
suddenly filled the office.

Then
it was Steve’s turn. When the second medal was in place on his
jacket, the president looked at them with an expression like that of
a delighted parent congratulating his offspring on graduating from
school with distinction.

It
was always the same on occasions like this when the president
presented an award to someone for a particularly important
achievement. His manner seemed so spontaneous and natural that Steve
had always been surprised that the president was so genuinely pleased
for them. But now, standing only a foot away from the most important
person on the planet, it was almost impossible not to notice the
affectation and falsity of his emotions.

“Steve,
what was it like to be a pioneer?” asked the president.

The
question finally threw Steve off balance. He looked in confusion at
the entourage observing the scene with indifference, then at the
reporters, forever clicking away with their cameras, more interested
in getting a good shot than in what was being said. The room was full
of people looking attentively at the president and at the two of
them, but no-one was listening to the guests of honour. And why was
the president asking about the contact in the presence of various
nondescript civilians? The project was top secret, surely! So how
should he answer? To the point, or just with empty words?

“It
was splendid,” Steve forced himself to say while watching the
president’s reaction carefully, who nodded in satisfaction; it was
obviously exactly the sort of answer he had been expecting.

Ten
minutes later, they were both sitting in a taxi carrying them away
from the Presidential Palace. A dismayed silence reigned in the
passenger compartment. Steve, who had not taken off his medal, looked
at it uncomprehendingly, trying to understand what it meant.

“For
outstanding service in the study of space,” read the inscription
around the medal’s hexagonal rim. He fingered the inscription,
trying to find out if it was in relief or just applied by the laser
beam of a hologram.

“I
don’t know about you, but I thought that was the strangest ceremony
ever,” said Maggie suddenly, turning away from the window. She was
apparently tired of being left alone with her thoughts.

Steve
stopped studying the medal.

“Have
you been to many ceremonies?”

“No,
but... well, it was total garbage, really. He called us in to meet
us, to discuss things, ask questions... But he didn’t ask a single
normal question. It was a pure formality.”

“Do
you think the president has time to chat with any Tom, Dick or
Harry?”

“But
we’re not any ‘Tom, Dick or Harry’. So far we are the only
people who have met the aliens. Surely he can’t be totally
uninterested in talking to us?”

“He
already knows all about it without asking us. What do you think the
intelligence service is for? But you’re right. I also expected more
from the meeting.”

Maggie
turned back to the window. The disappointment in her voice was so
great that she could not hide it and Steve even felt rather sorry for
her. He had just got up as usual and had gone to the meeting without
any kind of preparation; although, granted, he had put on his best
suit. But it was obvious from Maggie’s appearance that she had
spent much more time making herself look the part. Steve knew very
well what sort of a person she was. She had probably spent the whole
evening preparing, and he would have bet that she had with her a full
report about the meeting with the aliens in the memory of her tablet.
The president might at least have asked one or two real questions, if
only out of politeness. She was now sitting with her lips pursed in
disappointment and he tried to distract her with conversation.

“What
surprised me,” said Steve, “was that the project is top secret,
yet the president discussed it with us in the presence of those
reporters. You don’t beat the drum in public about such things.
That’s why it’s secret! We would have been nailed to the cross
for one careless word, but he just chatted away as if it were some
nonsense he was talking about.”

“That’s
why he’s president, to behave as he thinks fit. The project was
made secret by his direct order; he has the right to annul that
order.”

“I
realise that, but he hasn’t annulled the order.”

Maggie
had a sudden thought.

“Look
at the White House page, perhaps they’ve already issued a press
release,” she suggested. “That’s where they keep a record of
all official meetings.”

“Where
did you learn that?”

“I
saw it when I was reading about the etiquette.”

“About
what?”

“About
the etiquette. The page has advice for those invited on how they
should behave, what they should wear... Don’t tell me you didn’t
read it?”

Steve
said nothing, as if he had not heard the question, and continued to
study the page. If Maggie had known about the casual way he usually
approached important events, she would surely never have agreed to
fly with him to meet the aliens.

“Yes,
here it is...” he said, pretending to be absorbed in his reading
and hoping not to give Maggie the chance to ask him about it again.

“Well,
what does it say? Get on with it!” said Maggie.

“Hold
on, I haven’t finished reading it yet.”

After
reading the text to the end, he put the tablet down.

“So
what have they written about it?” asked Maggie impatiently.

“That
the president met two young scientists to present them with awards
for special services in the field of space research. They even have
photos of us, look!”

“Good
God, look at the colour of my face!” she said, instinctively
passing her palm over her cheek. “But I wouldn’t have thought
they would give the public even that much information, considering
how secret the project is.”

Steve
nodded in agreement.

“He
seems to be deliberately trying to pour oil on the flames. There’s
more gossip than you’d ever want anyway. The whole Internet is full
of various conspiracy theories, each one wilder than the last.
Actually, some of them even suspect that the government is in contact
with aliens.”

“He
was probably just trying to use us for PR purposes. When the story
breaks, he will even have photographs and will be able to say ‘I
coordinated the process from the very beginning’...”

“Could
well be.”

Maggie
gave a deep sigh, showing how disappointed she was. Noticing this,
Steve chuckled.

“Welcome
to big-time politics, the world of show and hypocrisy.”

“I’ll
never ever vote for him again!” snorted Maggie.

“Do
you think the others are any better?”

“A
plague on all their houses!”
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Space
Force One made its landing approach and rushed towards the runway
just behind the Parliament building. The president lay back and
stretched out comfortably in his seat, observing the monitor relaying
an image from the ship’s external cameras. Every now and again, he
moved his fingers to switch from one camera to another.

“The
place sure looks lively,” he remarked thoughtfully, addressing his
secretary, who was sitting in the seat opposite him and reading
something on his tablet screen.

The
secretary raised his eyes to look at the president, then at the
screen showing the image from the external cameras. From an altitude
of at least a thousand metres, the area around Parliament looked like
an anthill. There was considerably more ground traffic than a
fortnight ago, when the president had, unbeknown to the public, met a
narrow circle of parliamentarians. Then, the city had looked half
empty, since the secrecy restrictions had limited traffic permitted
close to important state institutions and critical elements of
infrastructure. The white barrier at the perimeter around Parliament
was clearly visible against the background of dark green grass, and
the side facing onto the square was besieged by a huge crowd.

The
annulment of the secrecy classification had been planned for the day
after Parliament had reached its decision. It was considered that
excessive public attention would exert too much pressure on members
of parliament, and that they would then make their decision based not
on common interest, but on the political situation.

Unfortunately,
this well-intentioned plan was not destined to be fulfilled. Since
the reactivation of the project known as ‘Dawn-2’, which had
imposed severe limitations on various freedoms, particularly in the
field of space commerce, conspiracy theories had been circulating
among the public. The rumours and misinterpretations had reached
unprecedented heights in the past few days, and the president had
been forced to move the timing of the lifting of secrecy to before
the parliamentary session on the terraforming and sphere construction
proposed by the aliens. The last straw was a minor event, barely
noticeable among hundreds of others, but one which in the prevailing
atmosphere of government mistrust drew the attention of millions, and
filled the public’s minds.

The
report on the awards to Steve and Maggie had produced the effect of
an exploding bomb. Two hours after the press release was published,
the Public Relations Department had been subjected to a real
bombardment of questions about the reasons behind the awards. Who
were these unknown scientists, who had not once been cited in
scientific journals, to whom the president was presenting awards for
special services? What was the nature of their work? Who had financed
their space research? And how could people so young, barely out of
university and on their own, without the supervision of experienced
scientists, achieve something worthy of the personal attention of the
president himself?

The
president’s public relations service gave only evasive replies and
avoided answering to the point. On the evening of the next day, the
domestic intelligence service warned that against the current
background of government mistrust, the level of public curiosity had
risen so much that there was a real possibility of riots in the big
cities. The president had no alternative but to lift the curtain of
secrecy.

“Yes
indeed,” replied the secretary, more out of politeness than because
he was impressed by what he had seen. “John, I have received the
document you asked for from Intelligence.”

The
president drew in his legs sharply and sat upright in his seat.

“What’s
in it?” he asked impatiently. It was obvious that, with every fibre
of his being, he wanted the sphere-building project to go ahead. Over
the past few weeks, the project had started to become a real
obsession.

“The
scientific group supports the project. So do the technicians. The
military are against it. The project won’t get through.”

John
snorted in annoyance and lay back in his seat again.

“We’ll
see about that!” he said after a pause, turning back to the screen.
“They don’t make the decision, Parliament does.”

By
this time, Space Force One had almost landed. It was now level with
the roof of the Parliament building and was losing altitude very
slowly, so as to avoid tiring the president with excessive jolting
and unpleasant overloads during landing.

The
hall in which Parliament was sitting looked much more spacious from
the inside than it did from the outside, or so it seemed to the
president. He now looked attentively at the building once again,
trying to understand how such a large hall could fit into such a
compact building. Perhaps the hall was partially below ground level?
There were no windows inside, so it was hard to tell.

The
ship rocked as its wheels touched down on the runway. The president
jumped out of his seat and quickly put on his jacket, which had been
lying next to him. Adjusting his tie, he glanced in the small mirror
hanging above his seat and, satisfied with his appearance, set off at
a rapid pace for the exit.

The
session was beginning just as he entered the hall. After greeting the
Speaker, he took the place of honour at one side of the platform and
the hall doors closed. It was a closed session, although not a secret
one, and the press was not admitted.

The
Speaker announced the day’s agenda in the customary manner, gave a
brief reminder of the main issues associated with the project, and
invited Shelby to mount the lectern.

There
was a deathly hush in the hall, broken only by the sound of Shelby’s
footsteps as he unhurriedly approached the platform.

Under
the rules, Shelby was allowed ten minutes to present the results of
the study put together by the scientific group he headed. He managed
it in eight. The Speaker, who had been listening attentively and was
obviously surprised by this unusually short presentation to
Parliament, switched on his microphone.

“Thank
you for your report, Professor Shelby. Although I understood the
contents of your speech, under the rules I am obliged to ask you
again: does your working group consider that the construction of the
sphere and the subsequent terraforming of Mars, Venus and Mercury
represent no danger to our civilisation and can be looked on as a
beneficial project?”

Shelby
nodded.

“Indeed
it does. We assess the risks as moderate and controllable and the
benefit as unconditional, from the point of view of astrophysics as a
whole and celestial mechanics in particular.”

“Good.
Professor, the way you use the term ‘conservatism’, a doctrine to
which I am fully devoted and, I may say, am proud to be so, it sounds
almost like an insult. Give me one good reason why we should forever
be chasing after endless progress, conquering other worlds, moving on
to the stars... We have not yet assimilated our own Solar System. Why
should we try to get ahead of ourselves? Why do you look on expansion
to the stars as an end in itself?”

“Mr.
Speaker, please note that my group’s task was not to assess the
risks as a whole, but only some of them. The question you raise is
rather beyond the scope of our study.”

“I
understand, but it seems to me that you know more about this subject
than anyone else in this hall. Therefore I should like to know your
opinion, if you would be so kind.”

“Well
then... May I ask why you think that I consider expansion to be an
end in itself?”

“You
spoke about it with such enthusiasm...”

“You
asked me to give you one good reason; I can offer you several to
choose from. Sooner or later, we, the human race, will have to leave
our cradle, the planet Earth, and move somewhere else. This will not
be just a whim, it will not be exhaustion of resources, it will not
be the ecology, but the fact that the Earth’s surface will become
uninhabitable for protein-based life in no more than five hundred to
seven hundred million years at most.

“It
is a matter of solar radiation. To put it simply, our Sun will begin
to shine more brightly. The energy it radiates will increase so much
that our planet will be thoroughly burned up and will become a
lifeless desert. Something like present-day Venus, where the average
temperature is more than 400 degrees Celsius. The oceans will
evaporate and life will become impossible, even for bacteria.”

“Seven
hundred million years? Professor, you are joking, aren’t you? Who
is interested in what will happen seven hundred million years from
now?”

“That
is the theoretical period. The Sun could very well start increasing
its radiation earlier than that, but that is not the main problem.
The main problem is that technology as yet unknown to us is needed
for leaving the Solar System, and we do not know how long it will
take us to create it.”

“Professor,
we will have millions of years, so what are you worrying about? It
will be more than enough time to work out any technology!”

“That
is a questionable assertion.”

The
Speaker assumed an exaggerated expression of astonishment.

“You
must know something I don’t, professor. I remember the technology
of my grandfather’s generation and permit me to say that, in
comparison, he would have regarded the technology that surrounds us
in our everyday life today as something bordering on the magical. And
that’s over a short period of two hundred years. I can’t even
imagine what is possible over millions of years.”

“You
are right. Technical progress is undoubtedly taking seven-league
strides, and it looks as if this rate is accelerating. But we cannot
rely on any technology we need being available to us in the future.”

“I’m
afraid I don’t follow you, professor.”

“I
admit the possibility that the human race could create any technology
which does not contradict the laws of nature, but only on condition
that there is no limit on time or other critical resources.”

“Are
you seriously suggesting that we shall not have enough time? Half a
billion years? As far as I know, the aliens’ civilisation is
something like one million years old. If they are able to create
something of the sort, why can’t we?”

“I
would be reluctant to draw such parallels. We do not know if the
aliens worked out their technologies themselves, or if they obtained
the necessary knowledge from other, more developed civilisations.”

“But
someone must have been first! OK, so maybe it wasn’t our guests,
but their mentors, patrons, call them what you like, it doesn’t
change anything. If they could, so can others.”

“The
initial conditions of the pioneer civilisation at the interstellar
travel level of technology might differ greatly from ours. They might
have had more time than we shall have. Their star system might
provide more primary living space than ours...”

“What
do you mean by primary living space?”

“Living
space within the limits of the home star system not requiring
terraforming technology that is easy to reach, and to which
considerable human resources can be transferred using
first-generation spacecraft. In the Solar System, such living space
is limited to the planet Earth. But in other systems, there might be
several such planets, and they may be considerably greater in size.”

“But
why does that play a part?”

“Living
space sets limits to the size of the population. And apart from
labour productivity, the bigger the population, the greater the
potential for science and technology. As far as I know, we have not
paid much attention to this question up to now, but it is clear that
the creation of certain technologies requires a certain minimum
population level.”

“Are
you not underestimating the capabilities of the human race?”

“It
is not a matter of estimates, but of the objective conditions of the
framework. Let me explain by way of an example. If you go back not
very far in the history of the human race and look at the feudal
society that existed in the first thousand years of our era and the
average size of a settlement at that time, which was the size of a
small village, then it is obvious that such a society’s potential
for science and technology was limited. One man could feed, let’s
say, his own family and be left with a small quantity of surplus
produce which he could sell at the market.

“Surplus
produce in this context means the produce left over after satisfying
his own needs, and it is the cornerstone of progress. The fact of its
existence meant that certain individuals in this society could use
their time and energy on solving other problems, such as scientific
ones, instead of on the individual acquisition of food through
agriculture or hunting.

“By
this means, society began to specialise: peasants in producing food,
and scientists, in this case, in studying nature. And although the
scientists of a mediaeval village did not differ in intellectual
potential from the present-day scientist at a university, it is
obvious that a thermonuclear reactor could never have been developed
in the countryside. This was prevented, firstly, by the inadequate
labour productivity of the Middle Ages and, secondly, by the small
size of the population, which, when taken together, could not have
provided an economy of the required size.

“Similar
processes are taking place in our own present and future society. At
least, we can assume that there is no fundamental difference in this
respect from a mediaeval village. The higher the productivity of our
economy and the greater our population, the more resources we can
apply to scientific activities.

“And
finally, we must not forget that technologies vary in the amount of
science and expenditure they require. It is quite possible that to
master interstellar travel would require, let’s say, not less than
100 billion people. That is if you take the labour productivity level
of our economy.

“So
for this reason, we cannot be confident that we will be
technologically capable of carrying out a resettlement to another
star system by the time the period of our Sun’s stable existence
runs out. The conclusion must be that we should grasp at any
opportunity for access to such technologies. It is very dangerous to
rely on our own strength. We may not have time, or may simply not be
able, to create them ourselves.”

The
Speaker, having listened to Shelby with attention, nodded.

“As
little as a year ago, when we did not yet know of the existence of
the aliens, such questions were not even on the agenda, but now you
consider them of vital importance.”

“I
agree, but that does not mean that there is no point in this
question. At the beginning of the 20th century, it would never have
entered our heads that asteroids and comets could pose a threat to
our civilisation. The Tunguska event of 1908 opened our eyes and we
should be grateful that, by pure luck, the lesson was so entirely
painless for us. If the Tunguska meteorite had been just a few hours
later, and its surface need only have been a little lighter for this
to have been the case, then the Earth would have turned on, and the
explosion would have occurred not in the uninhabited taiga, but in
the centre of Europe. I think everyone here can appreciate what the
consequences would have been.”

“All
right, I understand your argument. You said that there are also other
reasons.”

“Yes.
The explosion of a supernova. We may know the condition of our own
Sun more or less reliably, but the Sun is the star most thoroughly
studied by mankind. The prediction of supernova explosions involves a
certain amount of uncertainty.

“We
are monitoring supernova-candidate stars, and we know of quite a
number of them which, according to our forecasts, could turn into
supernovas within the next half a billion years. They include
several, the explosion of which could cause serious damage to the
human race living in the Solar System.

“And
I must stress that supernovas are truly cosmic bombs of incredible
power, whose active damage radius in the most dangerous cases could
extend to hundreds of light years. This means, Mr. Speaker, that even
if we had the technology to resettle in nearby star systems, it would
still not save us, because we would have to go much farther to escape
their impact.”

“I
have heard of this sort of danger, but I cannot recall that we have
ever discussed the matter in Parliament. If supernovas are so
dangerous, why have we not as yet financed a counteraction
programme?”

“For
one simple reason. The explosion of a supernova close enough to
endanger us in this way would be certain death for us. We are talking
about a cosmic cataclysm on such a scale that we would be absolutely
defenceless in the face of it. There is no way we could counteract it
even in the long term. Our technology level will remain inadequate in
this respect for at least thousands, if not tens of thousands of
years to come. That is if we do not take into account the possible
transfer of technology from the aliens.”

“Let
us move on to questions of a technical nature. The proposed project
involves moving three planets out of their initial orbits. Can you
guarantee that such a severe disturbance of the Solar System’s
dynamics will not represent a danger to us?”

“We
can. Calculations show that the planetary system will be stable in
its new configuration for the next 1500 years.”

“And
after that?”

“Our
ability to calculate the orbits of planets is limited, because we
only have finite knowledge of the position of celestial bodies.
Furthermore, the combination of planets represents a nonlinear
system. In other words, even a tiny error in the initial conditions
can cause a very large error in the calculation. Therefore we can
only predict the stability of the Solar System for the next 1500
years.”

“What
if something disturbs it after, say, five thousand years? Not much of
a legacy for our children, is it?”

“As
I already said, an imbalance threatening the Solar System will be
known to us 1500 years in advance. Furthermore, in time our
forecasting capability will improve, so in the future we will be able
to make such predictions further in advance. But if problems in our
Solar System do appear in the future, then we will be able to
compensate for them using the remote manipulation technology that we
have already discovered and tested – in other words, without help
from the aliens.”
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In
spite of his political weight, in parliamentary debates the president
was just a passive listener, apart from permission to give a
concluding speech after the specialists had finished their
statements. So he sat silently in his seat until his turn came,
keenly observing what was going on in the hall.

During
Shelby’s speech, the mood in the hall gradually started moving the
way the president wanted. This amusing elderly astronomer knew how to
bring his audience round to his point of view. His answers were
precise, well grounded and excellently formulated, eloquently
confirming his wide knowledge in the field of astronomy, and the fact
that he himself was inclined towards a positive assessment of the
futuristic project. Most of the deputies had little knowledge of
astronomy and could only form well-founded opinions on issues
relating to space with difficulty, so rather than making their
assessment on what Shelby said, they were making it on the way he
said it. And he did that splendidly.

The
speech by the head of the engineers’ group which followed only
strengthened the positive mood. In a few words, he described the
situation regarding the super-strong frames being used for modern
floating cities, and said something about the latest research in this
field. He also spoke confidently, cleverly interweaving technical
terms with analogies comprehensible to non-specialists. The best
proof of his competence was Island City, the oldest and also the
largest floating super-city on Earth, where he was responsible for
the stability of the bearing structure, which was the benchmark and
chef d’œuvre of contemporary engineering thought on super-heavy
structures.

But
General MacQueen, the last expert to speak, only had to say a few
sentences before the positive mood in the hall began to evaporate.
The president knew that MacQueen was a top professional in his field,
but at that moment, he frankly hated him for his speech. The
president was starting to take any attacks on the project personally.

The
general’s words, giving his assessment in a dispassionate and
therefore particularly ominous voice about the forthcoming risks,
were in stark contrast to the positive feeling left after the
statements by Shelby and the head of the floating city’s
engineering group. The atmosphere in the hall became full of fear as
the majority of the deputies, who had only recently learned of the
forthcoming project, so had not had time to comprehend the full
significance of the possible consequences, realised that it was not
just a question of building some sort of ordinary power station, even
if it was a particularly large one. No, today’s decision would
determine the entire future of mankind, virtually until the Sun
ceased to exist in its present form.

“So
you are against building the sphere?” asked the Speaker when
MacQueen had finished his report.

“The
sphere as such does not worry me, but the terraforming of the planets
does. And since the two things are offered only as a complete
package, I strongly advise rejecting this project.”

“Do
you fully understand the economic benefit we would be giving up if we
took your advice?”

“No,
but that is not important. It is enough for me to realise that we are
risking the essential for the sake of the superfluous. Mr. Speaker, I
have expressed my point of view and have nothing more to add.”

The
president looked slowly around the hall. The deputies were unusually
quiet as they observed the discussion. Apparently the question of
security was too serious for them to dare to contradict a
professional, an officer with experience of combat. This was not one
of those annual budget debates, during which the deputies were in the
habit of trying to grab more than their fair share. Here, if the
risks were not properly assessed, they would all have to carry the
can, regardless of their position.

“General,
thank you very much for your comprehensive analysis.”

The
president’s advisor leaned towards his boss, who was sitting next
to him.

“It’s
not looking good,” he said as quietly as possible, covering his
mouth with his hand so that no-one could lip-read what he was saying.

“Keep
calm, the decision hasn’t been taken yet,” replied the president.

Finally
it was his turn to give the concluding speech before Parliament took
its decision. He stood up unhurriedly and, with hundreds of pairs of
eyes following him, went up onto the platform at a measured pace.
After taking his place at the lectern and sipping some water, he took
his tablet out of his pocket and started to manipulate the screen,
apparently searching for the beginning of his speech. The deputies
watched him in silence.

On
the huge screen in the centre of the hall, the president’s eyes
could be seen moving from side to side as he read through his speech,
then his face took on a thoughtful expression with a hint of
disappointment in it. He was clearly hesitating. It appeared that the
speech he had prepared was not very appropriate to the situation.
Eventually he put his tablet aside.

“Esteemed
ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Speaker,” he began, apparently having
decided not to read the prepared text, but to address the deputies
off the cuff. “I first learned of the alien intelligence visiting
the Solar System several months ago. We picked up the alien ship on
radar at a great distance, far beyond the orbit of Pluto. This part
of space is so far from us that we are not yet engaging in any
economic activity there. Nevertheless, it was easy enough for our
telescopes to detect such a small ship at such a huge distance.

“When
it reached Jupiter, and decided to stay in its orbit after beginning
the contact, we assembled the best brains on Earth to create a
language in which we could communicate. I must give these remarkable
people their due, they coped with this task excellently.

“During
the first contact, we discussed many subjects. Our scientists thought
up numerous abstruse tests, the details of which you will find in
your reports. I don’t know what you think, but to me, what our best
minds are capable of is fantastic. They learned much more about the
aliens than they wanted to reveal. We were in control of the
situation throughout the time the dialogue was in progress. The
aliens, without realising it, were dancing to our tune and revealing
secrets about themselves.

“After
hearing of the alien ship for the first time, anyone would ask
himself: what do they want? With what intentions did they come here?
I was no exception. And from the very first minutes, from the very
first sentences of our interracial dialogue, I knew that they had
come to us as an advanced, humane civilisation to become our partner.

“Regardless
of my personal assessment, it has been proved with scientific
precision during our scientific debates that the aliens are not our
enemies. Their second visit, and their unexpectedly generous
proposal, is also proof of this. They are our partners.

“Their
proposal to take us to a new level of development of civilization is
the goodwill gesture of an elder brother stretching out his hand to
help a younger one. By rejecting this outstretched hand, we are
losing thousands of years of development of science, technology, the
economy and civilisation.

“Take
a look at the street outside, where many thousands of educated,
intelligent people have gathered. How can we, as representatives of
the people, explain to them that by refusing this offer on the
grounds of unjustified fears, we have taken from them the chance of
seeing mankind advance into a new era, an era of unprecedented
economic prosperity and technological development?

“We
have nothing to fear but fear itself. Our problem is not the aliens,
our problem is fear of the unknown. We are shackled in our thoughts.
We are thinking in the parochial mentality of an insignificant place
among the stars, a big village called the Solar System. Let our
decision give these people the chance to become part of a truly
multi-global galactic family.

“Thank
you for your attention, and I hope you will make a wise decision.”

Having
finished, the president left the hall without saying a word until
they were on board Space Force One. As soon as he was inside, he took
off his jacket, throwing it carelessly over a chair, unfastened the
top button of his shirt and slackened his tie, at once changing from
the head of state into an ordinary man.

“What
do you think?” he asked.

The
secretary frowned slightly.

“Rather
too much emotion. You were not addressing the voters, the deputies
are just as much politicians as you are,” he replied. “They have
the same allergy to empty rhetoric as you have, don’t forget that.”

“Bullshit!
I did everything right. When you’re making a speech you can sense
how the hall feels. It was on my side.”

“You
know best, you were the one speaking. Where are we going?”

“Is
there any urgent business?”

“No.”

“Then
let’s go home.”
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While
working on ‘Dawn’, Steve, to his surprise, had got into the habit
of anticipating important calls from Clive, and having just woken up
in the middle of the night for no apparent reason, he was surely
about to receive one now. There was complete silence in the room.
Suddenly, the tablet lying on the night table winked. Steve chuckled,
and threw a glance at the clock on the wall. It showed half past
three in the morning. If he was being called that late, it must be
important. He was wide awake at once, and gave the command to make
the connection.

“Hi,
Steve, I reckon I’ve dug something up,” cried Clive excitedly as
soon as the connection was made.

“And
good evening to you too,” replied Steve. “This time Shelby will
carry out his threat, I hope you’re bearing that in mind.”

“What
threat?”

“That
if you don’t stop digging up all sorts of problems, he won’t let
you use the telescope.”

“Stop
playing the fool. This is about the gravity anomaly or, more
precisely, the portal.”

Steve
switched on the light and picked up his tablet to see Clive’s face.
The portal and everything connected to it interested him more than
anything else. Even the aliens themselves were not as interesting as
their mysterious portals. The very idea that they gave access to
another dimension delighted him and, at the same time, drove him out
of his mind.

“Have
you dug up how it works?”

“No,
but I’ve found something more interesting than that. It seems the
aliens are playing on a really grand scale.”

“Just
tell me, don’t drag it out.”

“When
we were next to the portal, we took the signature of gravity waves,
remember?”

“Of
course, so what?”

“And
after that we began to look for portals all over the galaxy.”

“Well?
Chris and his team were dealing with that, weren’t they? The
gravity detectors they have on the Moon are the best there are. Oh,
wasn’t today the day they planned to complete the scan? What’s
the date?”

“That’s
right, yes. Today is the day they planned to end the work and they
succeeded. I got the data this evening.”

“And
as always, you began analysing them yourself, didn’t you? You
couldn’t wait for me, of course.”

Clive
always did that, although he knew Steve couldn’t stand it. It
wasn’t fair on Steve that he always looked at the most interesting
data on his own.

“I
was going to wait until tomorrow so that we could both...”

“Oh
yes, that’s what I thought.”

“...but
I couldn’t wait, so I took a quick look at them.”

Steve
picked up his watch from the night table and, turning the tablet
camera towards it, demonstratively pointed to the time.

“It’s
half past three in the morning. I didn’t know you needed six hours
to ‘take a quick look’. When did they send the data, about ten
p.m., I suppose?”

“At
a quarter to seven. Well... do you want to know what I found, or are
you going to keep on whining?”

“OK,
what have you got?”

“When
we found the first portals after our own, we had a working hypothesis
that they were in colonised star systems. And this was indeed true of
the first portals. But today, I came across others; I’ve counted
four of them altogether, but there could be even more. We’ll have
to determine their exact positions. So, these four are near stars
that have no planetary systems.”

Steve
thought for a minute, trying to find a logical explanation.

“Perhaps
they’re still inhabited. There could be some sort of artificial
space structures there...”

“Artificial
planets so light that we can’t register them?”

“We
can’t observe exoplanets on the other side of the galaxy directly,
we have to determine their presence by indirect methods. Artificial
structures are too light for such methods.”

“It’s
logical, but... no. Look for yourself. I started by marking all the
portals on the map. You can see that they are scattered at random all
over the galaxy. Here, there, there... The nearest one to us is in
the Gliese 581 system...”

“The
aliens told us themselves that they have a colony there. I’d be
surprised if it didn’t have a portal.”

“That’s
right. But look at the map.”

Clive’s
face disappeared from the screen and was replaced by a map of the
galaxy with the portals’ locations marked on it. Steve studied the
map carefully.

“But
there is something systematic about it,” he said eventually, after
some thought. “They obviously prefer the periphery of the galaxy.”

“Yes,
I noticed that too, but that’s understandable. The centre of the
Milky Way is too active and has a lot of short-lived stars. It’s
logical, but... it’s not interesting. There’s something more
interesting. Look at this...”

The
image of the Milky Way turned till it was almost on its edge.

“Are
you looking carefully?”

“Yes,
of course I am, get on with it.”

“OK,
now I’ll remove all the portals, leaving only a few which have
something in common.”

Most
of the portals disappeared from the image. Steve tried to work out
what Clive was getting at, but nothing occurred to him.

“I’m
not sure I understand what you mean,” he said eventually.

“Yes,
that’s because the viewing angle is not what it should be. But look
now...”

The
image of the galaxy turned through ninety degrees, giving Steve a
view from above. The next second, he stopped breathing and quickly
sat up in bed.

“Have
you shown it to Shelby yet?”

“Not
yet.”

“Then
I’ll be with you in ten minutes. We’ll have to recheck the
coordinates before we press the panic button.”

“Fine,
I’ll wait.”
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In
recent weeks, the excitement had been building slowly but surely. The
wait for the preliminary assessment by the three groups of experts,
then the debates in Parliament and finally MacQueen’s warning, had
all culminated in causing the president such unease that yesterday he
had decided to postpone all his business and spend the rest of the
day waiting for the decision, left to his own reflections.

Space
Force One took him to his home, which, as if especially for the
occasion, was totally empty. The family members had gone off to do
their own thing and his wife had left him a note on the table, saying
she wouldn’t be back till the next day.

John
undressed, opened a bottle of beer and, with a sigh of relief,
plunged into a hot bath. He dimmed the light and contentedly
stretched out to his full length. The silence, broken only by the
gentle splashing of the water, quickly relieved the tension, which
gave way to tiredness.

When
his desire for sleep began to put him at risk of falling asleep right
there in the bath, he decided to get out, dry himself, wrap himself
in a plaid throw and move to the settee, not forgetting first to
fetch another bottle of beer from the refrigerator. He picked up a
book and ran his eyes over a few paragraphs, then his head fell onto
his chest.

John
was awakened by the early morning sun’s rays shining directly into
his face, preventing him from dropping back off to sleep. He opened
his eyes and looked around him. The next second, recalling the
previous day, he looked at the clock on the wall. It was 09:45, which
meant that Parliament would have taken its decision by now. It was
stipulated in the agenda that the debates on this question would end
no later than 05:00.

He
took his tablet from the magazine table and opened his mail.

PROJECT
ACCEPTED, 75.1% FOR, 20% AGAINST. CONGRATULATIONS!

John
gave a sigh of relief. It was only just over the threshold, but the
main thing was that it had been passed. If the project had remained
secret up to now, it would surely not have got through. He gestured
lazily for a connection to his secretary.

A
few seconds later, he heard his secretary say: “Good morning,
John.”

“A
good morning indeed. Have the aliens been told yet?”

“Yes.
Our negotiators have been discussing the details for four hours now.”

“No
more surprises, I hope?”

“It
seems not. Do you want to talk to them?”

“Yes,
put me through.”

“Just
a second.”

Silence
fell. While waiting for the connection, the president, grunting, got
up and went into the kitchen.

Pouring
himself a glass of cold milk, he switched on the television. With the
sound off, he quickly looked through the main news channels.
Everywhere, discussions about Parliament’s decision were going on,
and demonstrations by supporters and opponents of the project were
being shown. The president switched off the TV when his tablet became
active again.

“Mr.
President, this is Stern, the chief negotiator of the group.”

“Good
morning, Mr. Stern. How are things going? What’s the mood?”

“It’s
going very well, Mr. President. The aliens don’t like beating about
the bush, we are rapidly moving ahead on the main issues.”

“Good,
that’s very good. Mr. Stern, I’d like to know when they plan to
start the construction. Have you discussed that yet?”

“Yes,
Mr. President. That was the first thing we decided. The aliens are
ready to start as soon as the main details are settled.”

“That’s
fine, I like such promptness. How will the construction proceed?”

“It
will be done in stages, beginning with the deployment of a temporary
structure to supply energy for the building work until the main
sphere is ready and able to take on this task. This temporary
structure will be in the form of a hemisphere and will be near the
Sun, close to the orbit of Mercury.”

“That’s
within Earth’s orbit, isn’t it? It won’t shield us from the
Sun’s light, I hope?”

“No,
no, Mr. President, don’t worry. The hemisphere will be, if I can so
express it, to the north of the plane in which the planet rotates. It
will only trap radiation which would have gone off into space anyway
and been lost to the planets of the Solar System.

“I
must warn you, though, that screening the Sun’s radiation over such
a large area could lead to perturbations in the asteroid belt. In the
long term, the expense of anti-asteroid protection will rise somewhat
because solar radiation exerts a little pressure on heavenly bodies.
In the case of small bodies like asteroids, this influence is
sufficient, over many years, to move them from their previous orbit
towards the centre of the Solar System.

“But
I repeat, there will not be any significant increase in the danger
from asteroids. The radiation-screened zone only touches the asteroid
belt at a tangent. Nothing dramatic.”

“What
about their technology? Are they willing to pass it on to us?”

“No,
sir. They insisted that there will be no transfer of technologies,
neither regarding the building of the temporary hemisphere, nor that
of the subsequent complete sphere. Our ships are not allowed to
approach the body of the sphere closer than 300,000 km. They say it
could be dangerous for the ships themselves.

“But
the aliens have agreed to make several important recommendations
about our remote manipulation technology, because it is needed for
the creation of artificial gravity after the excavation of planetary
rock. Without it, we shall not be able to implement the project.”

“If
we don’t know the structure of the sphere, then who will maintain
and repair it? Or are they giving a half-billion-year guarantee?”

“It
is capable of maintaining itself; it does not require any
intervention.”

“But
how can we fly beyond it if we are not allowed to approach it? I’m
talking about the permanent sphere, not the temporary one.”

“Yes,
Mr. President, I understood you. The sphere will have locks of some
sort.”

“Locks?
How will that work?”

“All
the surfaces of the sphere will have a number of something like
closed-end funnels leading out. Ships can pass out through them
unhindered, without approaching the surface of the sphere itself.

“Mr.
President, due to the power of this structure, strong magnetic fields
will be induced on its surface, so the safety argument is not without
justification. There is at least a grain of truth in it.”

“It
doesn’t sound very reliable, having to pass through some kind of
funnel.”

“Actually
they will be huge, from three to five million kilometres in diameter,
so there’s no need to worry about having enough room. A whole
planet could easily pass through them. Not only Earth, but even
Jupiter.”

“OK.
Mr. Stern, I would like you to raise the subject of technology
transfer again.”

“We
can try, Mr. President, but I doubt if anything will come of it. They
said ‘No’ quite firmly.”

“All
right, we’ll get back to that. Who will observe the construction?”

“The
astrophysicists, Professor Shelby’s team. And of course our fleet,
just as a precaution.”

“Well
then, Mr. Stern, thank you for your excellent work. When do you
intend to complete the negotiations?”

“I
think we’ll be finished by this evening. We’re making rapid
progress. It’s quite nice doing business with them.”
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“General,”
began Shelby, “do you remember our discussion during the aliens’
first visit, about their motives?”

“There
were many discussions. Which one do you have in mind?”

“When
we thought a lot about a question to which we never really found a
satisfactory answer: why did the aliens need to build a sphere in our
star system in particular?”

The
general nodded.

“One
of the most interesting questions.”

“We
think we have found the answer.”

“Excellent.
I hope their motives are peaceful?”

“I
think we have discovered the technical point of this whole project
with the sphere.”

“That’s
interesting.”

“Well,
first you must remember what happened when we sent the expedition to
the anomaly. When my lads got there, they noticed that the anomaly
was a sort of exit from a tunnel in hyperspace, through which the
aliens could move rapidly. In our space-time continuum, the anomaly
takes the form of a tesseract or, if you like, a four-dimensional
analogue of a three-dimensional cube.

“The
tesseract does not stay motionless in one place, but rotates around a
certain axis. My lads assumed that the axis of its rotation was not
chosen at random, but showed where the tunnel leads.

“It
turned out that it was pointing to star systems which are good
candidates for the occurrence and existence of intelligent life.
Furthermore, with the aid of the work done by the research group that
studied the anomaly, we were able to study thoroughly the signature
of the entrance to the portal, enabling us to discover similar
portals in other parts of our galaxy.

“We
found several dozen such signatures of gravitational waves, which in
our opinion indicate the location of other portals.”

“This
is all very interesting, professor, but I would simply like to know
the results of your study. Information of this kind is only of
limited interest to me.”

“I’m
just getting to the point now. Anyway, many such portals exist in our
galaxy. Up to now we thought they were close to star systems
colonised by the aliens. But after studying them thoroughly, we have
found some that are far away from any star system. Rather strange,
don’t you think? This one, for example.”

Shelby
approached the wall and started to make a gesture, but stopped
himself and looked at MacQueen. “May I?”

“Of
course.”

Shelby
gestured to activate the screen and link it to MacQueen’s computer.
He then made several manipulations, and a huge map of the galaxy
appeared on the office wall. A blue beacon light winked on it. He
waited a few seconds so that the general could study it properly,
then used another gesture to fix and magnify the image. The blue
beacon remained in the centre, but numerous small points of different
colours, magnitude and brightness appeared around it.

“You
see, each point denotes a star,” he explained. Then he made another
gesture, and the winking points acquired broken-line rings. Some had
only one or two, while others had about ten or more.

“Now
you can see which of the stars has a planetary system.”

A
closer look at the rings denoting the planetary orbits revealed small
planets. Shelby gestured again, and a distance grid beginning from
the winking beacon was added to the image.

“Look,”
said Shelby indicating one particular point. “This is the nearest
star, which is forty light years away. Of course, such space highways
could not be built in the direct vicinity of planets for safety
reasons, obviously. They are powerful disturbers of the space-time
continuum, and consequently they influence cosmic objects, including
stars and planets.

“But
if you take the portal that they built for the Solar System, it is
only six light years away. On the one hand, this distance is
sufficient to avoid disturbing planetary orbits, but on the other, it
is easily accessible even for our fast ships, let alone the aliens’,
which, as we know, are capable of speeds up to three quarters of c.

“But
40 light years is a very long way. Just imagine you wanted to send
freight or make a journey, you would need at least 40 years to reach
the nearest portal. A portal at that distance is too far away for
economic use.”

The
general nodded.

“I
agree, it would be quite a long way. Are there many of them?”

“We
found seven. Here they are.”

Several
more dark blue marker beacons appeared on the star map of the galaxy.

“And
here is something interesting. Whereas the other portals are
scattered more or less chaotically, these seven lie on a plane with a
thickness not exceeding ten light hours, in the same direction as the
plane of the Milky Way’s ecliptic.”

Shelby
stopped briefly, apparently to allow time for MacQueen to take in
what had been said.

“I’m
all ears, professor.”

“But
that’s not all. Look carefully at what happens now.”

Shelby
again adjusted the image, shifting it so that MacQueen was looking at
the galaxy from above, from farther away. The winking blue beacons
now formed a regular octagon, but with one of the apexes missing.

The
general got up from his chair, went right up to the image and pressed
his finger to the place where the eighth marker beacon should have
been.

“But
what about this one? Why is it missing?”

“Do
you know what part of the Milky Way you’re pointing to?”

“No,
I haven’t the faintest idea.”

“That’s
where our Solar System is.”
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Steve
pedalled furiously, climbing higher and higher uphill along the
forest road. After a long separation from his bicycle, his body was
longing for some real sport and he could feel the blood pulsate in
every cell of his body and his breath break into a gallop as the road
suddenly took an upward turn. The trees gave off an intense smell of
pine resin.

His
tablet, fixed under the frame, made its familiar squeak. Steve
continued turning the pedals for a while without changing the tempo,
wondering if he should answer it. To take the call would mean he
would have to return to that awful base and the sterile air inside.

The
trip helped him switch off from the events of recent weeks, so that
he could forget for a second that Parliament’s decision was due to
be published today. Steve was not a pessimist, and he thought the
aliens were quite a peaceful race; nevertheless, once their plans had
been discovered, he realised how much was at stake for them in
building the sphere in the Solar System.

However
peaceful they might be, if Parliament rejected the terraforming and
the construction of the sphere, the aliens would go ahead and build
it anyway, even against the will of the Earthlings. The president
could obviously not fail to respond to this, and the only possible
response would be MacQueen’s prerogative. Who knew where such a
dialogue would end? Lest the worst befall, he should not miss the
opportunity to enjoy the pine forest while it still existed.

Steve
lowered himself into the saddle and allowed the bicycle to slow down.
Once it had come to a stop, he put a foot to the ground, sensing with
satisfaction that it had become immersed in a thick layer of pine
needles, covering the whole forest with a soft brown carpet. He got
out his sunglasses and activated the link to the tablet and the
augmented reality mode. His field of vision was at once filled with
all sorts of information: time, cardinal directions, air temperature,
humidity, wind velocity, weather forecast for the next 12 hours,
latest news headlines, missed calls and messages... In fact,
everything capable of returning him to the modern world, totally
spoiling the sensation of being close to nature. The incoming call
was from Clive. Steve nodded slightly, permitting the tablet to make
the connection.

“Steve,
are you there? Parliament has taken the decision. The sphere will be
built!” reported Clive in a triumphant voice.

“Brilliant.
When does construction start, is that known?”

“It’s
started already!”

“Wow,
they’re not wasting any time! Is any kind of activity visible yet?
They said the first job would be to build a temporary hemisphere very
close to the Sun.”

“Yes,
there’s a whole load of small ships orbiting there, most likely
pilotless drones. By the way, where are you? Shelby said we should
stay together here on the base to keep an eye on the construction,
and call him if anything happens.”

Steve
raised his head and looked in the direction from which the Sun was
shining. His sunglasses at once darkened the lenses, shielding his
eyes from the bright rays penetrating the thick foliage of the trees
as if it were suddenly twilight in the forest. The tall trees rocked
slowly from side to side, obscuring his view of the central star.
Although even if the Sun had been visible, he would hardly have been
able to see anything with the naked eye.

“Where
is Shelby anyway?” asked Steve, lowering his head. The lenses of
the sunglasses became lighter.

“I
don’t know. I think he has a meeting with MacQueen today, but I
could be wrong. So when will you be here?”

Steve
activated the navigation map and told the computer to work out the
route to the base. Before his eyes, the forest was filled with road
markings, signs indicating traffic direction and a small map. The
computer gave an estimated journey time of two hours, based on his
average rate of travel over the last few hours.

Magnifying
the map, he looked at the proposed route and frowned discontentedly.
The navigator proposed leaving the forest at the nearest road,
following it into the city and cutting through the industrial zone,
where there was not a single tree, only concrete buildings. It would
have been hard to think of a more unpleasant route. He corrected the
route, forcing the selection of a forest road wherever possible. The
new route would take one and a half hours longer.

“I’m
in the forest, riding my bike. I’ll be back in about four hours,”
replied Steve.

“Four
hours, as long as that? Aren’t you afraid of missing all the most
interesting bits?”

“Do
you mean to say they’ll have the hemisphere built in four hours?”

“Who
knows? They’re certainly not going to assemble it manually, so
anything is possible.”

“I
doubt that. But I can’t get there any sooner.”

“I
could ask Shelby to send a ship for you...”

“No
thanks, Clive, I’ll manage it myself somehow.”

“Well,
as you like. But get a move on.”

“OK,”
said Steve, and switched off.

He
checked the route on the map again, got the thermos out from under
the frame, took a few gulps of cool water and looked around him. The
birdsong was unusually loud for the time of year, as if they were
discussing the events of the past few months and sensing big changes
ahead, and a murky future.

He
turned the bike around and jumped onto the saddle. Pushing hard on
the pedals, he was soon moving fast enough to hear the wind rushing
past his ears. Riding downhill was easy, he just let gravity do its
work, letting the bicycle go faster and faster.

A
little over four hours later, Steve reached the base. After waving to
the familiar guard at the entrance and obtaining permission to enter,
he found himself inside. It was easier to ride on the asphalt road
than on the forest track covered in leaves and pine needles and he
soon reached the block he wanted. After securing his bicycle to the
nearest tree, he passed through the scanner frames and entered the
hall.

During
his journey to the anomaly, the hall had become much more sparsely
populated. Most of the scientists were now working remotely, as their
physical presence was not required. Shelby’s work station, like at
least half the others, looked abandoned. Steve passed between the
tables, looking around him. There was a light on over in Clive’s
section of the hall and some sort of activity was going on there.
Finally, Steve reached his table, which he felt as if he had left
decades ago.

Alongside
his seat was Clive. Like the incorrigible nerd he was, he was sitting
at the monitors, surrounded by a heap of empty mugs and doughnut
packets.

“At
last! There are more important things in life than cycling through
the woods!” said Clive reproachfully.

“You
know, there’s no-one in the world who has ever said on his
deathbed: ‘I regret not spending enough time in the office.’
Although you stand a good chance of being the first exception to this
rule.”

Clive
just waved dismissively in response, not wanting to get bogged down
in the subject.

“Shall
I bring you up to speed?”

“Sure,
go ahead.”

“The
aliens are still orbiting at a short distance from the Sun,
apparently in the zone where they intend to create the temporary
hemisphere.”

“And
is that all that’s happened in four hours?”

“They
are swarming about there in a strange way, as if they were spinning a
web. Otherwise, nothing has happened. The results of their activities
are not visible yet.”

Steve
gave a sigh of disappointment. He had been hurrying along, pedalling
like mad, when he could have taken his time.

“I’m
going for a shower, you carry on observing. I won’t be long.”

“Good
idea, you smell like a stray dog.”

“Don’t
worry, I still have a couple of onion sandwiches with me, for after
the shower.”

“How
witty!”

“I
don’t know about witty, but they’re certainly tasty.”

“Oh,
by the way, Maggie was asking after you.”

“Is
she here?” asked Steve, turning towards the biologists’ table.

“She
said she’d come.”

“Nice
try, Clive,” said Steve with a smile, clapping him on the shoulder.

“Oh,
go and get washed.”

“Wait,
I’ve got to get my things out of the rucksack...”

Whistling
some melody or other, deliberately out of tune, Steve got out a
change of clothing and went off to the shower. Such an insult to
Clive’s musical ear might be enough to make him blow his top and
Steve knew he was taking a big risk. But he could not help getting
his own back after Clive had torn him away from his forest bike ride.

Some
forty minutes later, Steve returned in excellent spirits with a mug
of coffee and some sandwiches. Clive looked suspiciously at his food.

“Are
you really going to eat that?”

“Calm
down, I was kidding about the onion.”

“Thank
God!”

“I
used garlic instead.”

“Steve!”

“Just
kidding.”

Steve
settled back in his chair and put his feet on the console. Clive
sighed irritably, but he didn’t complain.

“This
time you really did miss something,” he said eventually. “The
outlines of the hemisphere have begun to appear in the infrared band.
At that distance and size, according to my calculations, it will be
able to trap about 30-40% of the radiation.”

“They
didn’t agree to share the energy from the temporary hemisphere with
us, so that’s roughly the amount they will get when the project is
completed,” said Steve, taking a big bite of his sandwich.

“You’re
right. It’s a hell of a lot anyway.”

“Is
that the hemisphere, on the screen there?”

“Uh-huh.”

“It’s
big, huge. And it’s materialising rapidly.”

“And
you thought it wouldn’t?”

They
both fell silent, observing the hemisphere gradually taking shape on
the screen. Around it, many points were moving about, like
mosquitoes. These were the aliens’ drones.

“I’d
like to know what they’re doing.”

“I’m
more interested in where they’re getting the material from.”

“They
told us, didn’t they, that they’re building the hemisphere from
solar wind plasma. They’re providing the material for the frame
themselves. It will trap the wind and grow of its own accord.”

“If
the construction is so rapid, why not build the final sphere straight
away, without bothering with this temporary one?”

“The
final sphere is meant to work without failure for half a billion
years, but this one is temporary. There must be a difference in the
design or in the frame. Who knows? They didn’t let us into the
details.”

The
material the hemisphere consisted of was becoming less and less
permeable to infrared radiation. As soon as the hemisphere became
clearly visible in its final form, its lower edge began to glow
slightly. The glow front started to move upwards slowly and where it
passed, the hemisphere screened almost the entire spectrum of solar
radiation. At the same time, its surface temperature began to rise.
The glow front picked up speed, moving more rapidly towards the apex
of the hemisphere.

“It
looks as if they are going over to the concluding stage of the
construction,” said Steve, pushing aside the empty plate on which
the sandwiches had been and picking up his coffee. It was as if he
were watching a baseball game rather than aliens building a gigantic
structure next to his own Sun.

“Yes,
the rise in temperature indicates that they are screening the radiant
energy, and seeing how much of it there is, they must be putting it
somewhere. Otherwise it would melt, it couldn’t last this long,”
commented Clive.

The
glow front had already left half the surface of the sphere behind and
was continuing to accelerate.
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MacQueen
pulled his finger away from the screen as if he’d received an
electric shock.

“So
what does all this mean?” he asked, returning to his chair.

“If
eight of the portals are arranged in space in the form of a regular
geometric figure, it is logical to assume that they form an
integrated array.

“The
meaning of the array is understandable intuitively. The batteries of
a pocket torch could serve as an analogy. For physical reasons, the
output current of the batteries is limited both in power and in
voltage, but by joining several batteries in a circuit, you can
obtain virtually any power or voltage you like. All you need is a
sufficient number of batteries.

“A
portal array uses the same principle. By laying out the portals in
this way, their energy can be concentrated at a certain point in
space, and there you could have one much more powerful portal.”

“OK,
I understand the principle. But what is the purpose of joining
portals into an array?”

“By
studying the portal that the aliens built near the Solar System, we
were able to achieve some success in understanding its principle of
operation.

“Here’s
one example. Before the alien ships flew through it, it had to be
open for a certain period of time. For our apparatus set up next to
the portal, it looked as if a window in space had opened, revealing
another part of our galaxy.

“At
the moment when the ships passed through, we were able to look at
another star system – the star system from which the alien ships
had come. I won’t go into details about what it looked like, but we
recorded the solar wind of their star. It passed through the portal
and reached our instruments’ detectors as if we were not in the
Solar System at all, but in the other star system.

“We
were struck by one particularly mysterious feature of the penetrating
solar wind. The wind itself consists of a flow of elementary
particles radiated by the star, but the kinetic energy of the
particles varies. And in this case, the solar wind passing through
the portal consisted not of the usual mixture of particles with
different kinetic energies, but only of those whose energy exceeded a
certain minimum.

“That
is, elementary particles moving at a speed below a certain threshold
could not get through the portal. It follows that objects passing
through the portal, whether that object is a spaceship or an
elementary particle, must possess a certain kinetic energy.

“We
do not know the nature of this phenomenon, but it may be analogous to
a rocket lifting off from the surface of a planet. In order to leave
the gravity funnel pressed out in the space-time continuum by the
planet, a rocket or spaceship must have a certain speed imparted to
it.

“On
the basis of our analysis of the solar wind, we discovered that in
crossing the portal, part of this kinetic energy is lost. Where it
goes and why, we don’t know, but that is not important right now.”

“All
right. Let’s return to the array of portals. Do you have any ideas
about its purpose?”

“Yes.
But before that, I have to go back to the first ship’s visit. As
you know, we are inclined to think that that ship, apart from making
contact with us, had the mission of setting up the portal. We only
became aware of the portal after its visit, when we began
systematically scanning the ether in the gravity band. Although it is
possible, of course, that the portal existed before the visit, we
just hadn’t noticed it. After all, it does not have sufficient mass
to influence the movement of planets in the Solar System, even though
it radiates quite powerful gravity waves.

“So
during the first visit, the aliens set up the portal. It appears that
although the portals enable great distances to be overcome in a short
time, they have at least one serious fault. To connect two points in
space through them, physical access to both points is required. This
puts limitations on the use of the portals: they only allow you to go
to places where ships have already been, moving in space in the
classical way, that is at a speed considerably less than that of
light.

“But
Steve put forward a very interesting supposition. If you recall, our
first visitor entered the field of our telescopes moving at very low
speed. It only picked up speed as it approached the centre of the
Solar System after crossing the orbit of Pluto.

“We
noticed this strange flight trajectory, but being unable to find a
logical explanation, we put off solving this question till later.
Today we are inclined to think that the portals are capable not only
of reducing their distance from each other, but also of acting in
isolation. If you like, they can ‘throw’ ships, acting like a
sort of space catapult.

“We
do not know how this functions, we can only put forward theories. The
one that seems most intuitively right runs like this: by changing the
characteristics of the space-time continuum, the portal picks up a
ship and throws it into hyperspace, where it moves independently.

“Motion
in hyperspace involves gigantic costs in terms of energy, which the
ship cannot generate itself; so once it has been thrown, it covers a
certain part of its route and then falls back into our space-time
continuum as its kinetic energy becomes exhausted. In this regard, it
is obvious that the distance of the ‘throw’ depends on the thrown
object’s own speed. And since the engine power of the aliens’
ships is limited, the ‘throwing’ range also has its limit.”

“Hang
on a minute, let me get all this straight. So, if there are two
portals, you can fly into one and out of the other, without any limit
on distance. But if there is only one, you can use it as a catapult,
throwing a ship a great deal further, but with limited range. Right?”

“Absolutely
right.”

“I
don’t understand why in the second case you say the range is
limited. If one ship can set up a portal here, these devices must be
portable enough to fit into a small ship. Why should the aliens not
throw a ship from a portal so that after its jump it can set up the
next one, through which another ship jumps with the next portal on
board, and so on?”

“We
don’t yet have a clear explanation of that, general, but possibly a
throw involves considerable energy costs, making such an approach
impossible.”

“A
matter of cost? If the aliens are so keen on expanding, cost is a
secondary consideration.”

“Perhaps
the cost is so high that it exceeds their budget. We do not know the
consequences of the conditions involved in using a portal as a
catapult or what conditions limit such use. We can’t rule out the
possibility that this only works in certain conditions which can’t
always be found everywhere.”

“OK.
Back to the main subject.”

“Now
we come to the question: why did the portals have to be connected
into an array? Arrays have a positive quality, in that their
structure makes it possible to understand the direction in which they
are used. The portal array is no exception, and we are confident that
it was created to concentrate the power of the individual arrays in
the geometric centre of the octagon.”

MacQueen
glanced briefly at the map of the galaxy, on which the octagonal
figure was still displayed. He moved his hand to draw a line on the
screen passing through the centre of the figure. He then stopped in
the centre, where he made several circular movements to denote its
location.

“The
geometric centre is here, right?”

“Precisely.”

“It
appears to coincide with the centre of the Milky Way.”

“That’s
also true.”

“OK,
so what do we have there that is of such interest that this great
portal array should be focused on it?”

“In
the centre of the galaxy, there is a particularly dense concentration
of stars, as compared to the periphery. It is this concentration
which forms the centre.

“Compression
of material since the time the galaxy was created means that matter
there is extremely dense. As a result, concealed behind a sea of
radiation from bright suns and hot gas is a super-massive black
hole.”
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The
glow front continued to creep towards the apex of the hemisphere. As
it climbed to higher and higher Northern latitudes, its diameter
naturally decreased. It was now no more than half a million
kilometres.

“That
glowing ring is now about the size of the Moon’s orbit,” said
Clive.

Steve
glanced at the top of the screen, where the dimensions and other
characteristics of the bright ring were illuminated, and gave a
slight nod of approval.

He
had suddenly realised just how vast this temporary energy supply
structure was. On the surface of the hemisphere, just a short
distance from the Sun and trapping its radiation from above, the
half-million-kilometre ring appeared only as a small spot. He tried
to envisage the true scale of the structure by building a comparison
picture in his mind, but he couldn’t do it. The dimensions were too
great.

Meanwhile,
the ring had almost reached the apex and looked more like a point of
light than a ring. Suddenly the alien drones gathered over it, as if
assessing the result of their work, and then abruptly scattered to
spread over the entire surface of the structure again. The
illumination of the ring-point began to dim like red-hot metal left
in cold air.

“Chris,
what’s going on over there?” he asked the operator of the lunar
and orbital gravity sensors.

“Nothing.
The portals are operating in their normal mode. We have not seen
anything new so far.”

“OK,
don’t take your eyes off the portals and the centre of the galaxy.”

“Attention,
magnetic anomaly registered in the region of the Sun,” came the
computer’s voice.

Steve
turned towards the screen displaying the central star. From several
images in various bands of the spectrum being relayed from the
tracking satellites, he selected the one on which the protuberances
were most clearly visible. He put it in the centre of the screen and
enlarged it.

“Visualise
Sun’s magnetic field. Project visualisation onto enlarged image,”
ordered Steve.

On
the picture, broken green lines denoting the magnetic field lines
began to shoot out rapidly. There became more and more of them, until
the star looked like a ball covered in hairs. Some of the hairs were
almost standing on end, going away into space. Others formed loops of
various sizes, great and small. They came out of the hot surface in
the form of uniform near-parabolas, bent around and fell back in
again. The sunspots, which were particularly numerous this year, were
like breaks in the photosphere, from which hairs wound into a loop
were also stretching out.

Steve
spent several seconds studying the picture. His eyes ran over the
screen, looking for anything unusual, but in vain.

“Indicate
location of anomaly,” he ordered the computer, which drew an arrow
in the centre of the screen, made it wink a few times to attract
attention and moved it upwards, where it made several circular
motions, denoting the anomaly zone. Apparently the magnetic
perturbation was too weak to be seen in the standard visualisation.
He would have to go through the table of values, and there was no
time for such niceties.

“Simulate
movement of protuberances for next six hours. Scale one second per
thousand. Go!” commanded Steve.

The
computer obeyed, stating in the corner of the screen that it was
going over from a live picture to a simulation and calculating the
estimated movement of the protuberances on the basis of the anomaly
it had just noticed. The Sun began rotating much more rapidly around
its axis. The protuberances also seemed to come alive as they moved
about its surface. Some of them shot out into space at great speed,
scattering and disappearing; others, on the contrary, rotated near
the surface, constantly changing shape.

At
the place where the computer had detected the anomaly, some sort of
movement began, slowly at first, but getting faster and faster.
Initially, it was made up of protuberances located rather closer to
each other than usual, but these soon merged into an upturned tornado
with its trunk towards the hemisphere. Its density and rate of
rotation around its own axis were increasing all the time, and the
wide end of the funnel, losing itself somewhere in the Sun’s
photosphere, became wider and wider.

The
tornado was apparently sucking in solar matter and transporting it to
the hemisphere. By the end of the simulation, the funnel covered
something like a quarter of the Sun’s surface. The simulation
ended.

“What
are they doing? Have they decided to suck material from our Sun?”
exclaimed Clive in dismay. “We didn’t agree to that!”

“Calm
down, matter is very sparse in the upper layers,” replied Steve
“They need solar material for their construction, but I don’t
think they’ll take much.”

“But
we were talking about the natural solar wind. They didn’t say
anything about intending to create an artificial tornado.”

“All
right. Calm down, Clive. Nothing is going to happen to the Sun,”
replied Steve in an imperturbable tone. Clive always liked to
exaggerate. Steve then addressed the computer. “What is the rate of
loss of material due to the vortex induced by the magnetic anomaly?”

“Indicate
time period,” asked the computer, seeking clarification.

“Six
hours.”

“Over
this period, the loss will be on average from 100 to 120 megatons of
material per second, sir.”

“Let’s
take the mean value, 110. That means that in six hours, the Sun will
lose an extra...” Clive rolled his eyes to the ceiling, calculating
the value in his head.

“The
loss will be a quantity of mass equivalent to the natural loss of
solar wind for 27.5 days, sir,” said the computer, which had
assumed Clive was addressing it.

Clive’s
face expressed annoyance.

“Thank
you. I could have calculated that myself, no-one asked you.”

“It
will survive. Normally it ejects about a million tons a second, but
this is only hundreds an hour. It’s a lot, but nothing terrible,”
said Steve.

“Why
do you think it will be limited to a few hours?”

“Because
the hemisphere can’t be too thick, and at this rate it will
increase weight rapidly.”

“That’s
if it uses all the material to build itself.”

“Where
would it put the material other than into building its own body?”

“It’s
easy to lose matter in space. Or they could annihilate it, transform
it into energy, that’s also possible.”

“In
theory, yes, but it’s simpler to use radiant energy. That way the
internal fitting out of the hemisphere would be much simpler,”
objected Steve.

“Attention,
local seats of falling temperature registered on external surface of
hemisphere,” warned the computer’s voice.

“It
looks as if they’ve started supplying energy to the portal,” said
Clive.

“It’s
started, lads. Activity in the portal,” reported Chris, who had
been observing the gravity sensors.

Clive
rushed to the microphone standing on the table and sharply turned it
towards him.

“What
sort of activity?” he shouted into the microphone.

“Change
of axis of rotation. The portal is preparing for activation.”

Steve
turned to the auxiliary monitor and, with a quick gesture, ran
through the list of available data flows. Finding a stream from
Chris’s sensors, he moved it onto the large screen.

“Use
the data flow to visualise the portal’s axis of rotation. Lay it on
a map of the galaxy, mark the position of the central black hole,”
he ordered the computer, which displayed the required map and marked
on it the position of the Solar System and the direction of the
portal’s axis of rotation.

“Looks
as if they can’t wait” said Steve, without taking his eyes off
the screen.

“Let’s
hope our theory about their plans is right,” said Clive.

“Now
we’ll find out.”

Since
Steve had connected to the flow from the gravity sensors, the axis
had made a quarter turn and was now aiming almost at the centre of
the galaxy.

“Mark
the geometrical centre of the singularity,” ordered Steve.

The
screen added the requested information along with the difference
between the actual direction of the axis and the centre of the black
hole. The difference was quickly being reduced. Suddenly the axis
stopped, without having reached zero. The portal was not aimed
directly at the centre of the black hole, though it was very close to
it.

“What’s
up?” asked Steve.

“Could
it be an error?” suggested Chris.

“Ours
or theirs?”

Clive
silently shook his head.

“No,
no, no, it isn’t an error. It’s deliberate. The portal is not
directed at the centre because their ship will not be in the centre,
but will pass through next to the event horizon; that’s where it’s
aimed.”

“That’s
logical,” replied Chris.

“I
agree,” said Steve in his support.

They
stared at the screen as if mesmerised. A minute of tense expectation
elapsed, but everything remained unchanged.

“How
long do we have to wait?” asked Chris impatiently.

“Who
knows? Maybe a minute, maybe a day, maybe even a week,” replied
Steve, surprised at such a naïve question. How could any of them
know?

“The
open portal must be consuming a great deal of energy. When the aliens
came to us through it, it was only open for a short time. I think
something’s about to happen,” said Clive.

“That
was when two portals were connected via hyperspace. But now they’re
going to use them as a catapult,” objected Steve.

“Also
true,” agreed Clive, barely audibly.

“It’s
started! I can see gravity ripples in the region of the black hole!”
Chris almost shouted.

Steve
and Clive, as if on command, turned their heads towards the monitor
visualising the gravity map of the galaxy, where irregularities in
the topology of the field were marked in different colours. The whole
galaxy was coloured just like a kaleidoscope – the galaxy’s mass
distorted the initially uniform space-time continuum, as flat as the
surface of a lake in wind-free weather, by scattering grooves and
pits all over it. A light rippling, starting from the galactic centre
where the black hole was, could be clearly seen on the map.

“Wow,
their toys are shaking the whole galaxy!” exclaimed Steve in
amazement. “They’re powering up for a throw!”

“Damn!”
swore Chris.

“What
have you got?” was Clive’s reaction.

“System
failure! Not one gravity model works! Just a second, the AI is
reinitialising... OK, it’s calculating. It won’t take long... Now
everything will be put right!”

Steve
and Clive awaited Chris’s result with bated breath.

“Almost
finished... and... Damn! Calculation error! The AI’s reinitialising
again. What the hell’s going on?” cried Chris.

Clive
jumped up. “Chris, for God’s sake, what’s going on there? Have
you forgotten how to use a computer or something?” he shouted
indignantly.

Steve
gripped his arm.

“Clive,
it’s not his fault if the system crashes. And your insults are
obviously not helping,” he said in a calm tone.

Clive
at once cooled down and sat back in his chair.

“You’re
right,” he said, speaking quite calmly now. “Sorry, Chris, I just
got het up, I shouldn’t have said that.”

Chris
was too busy to pay any attention to Clive’s reply. He was rapidly
going through the system setup, seeking the reason for the failure.

The
super-computer to which all the data from the gravity sensors went
calculated the gravity map of the galaxy in real time in accordance
with the physico-mathematical models stored in it. The system was
administrated not by a human, but by the AI, which monitored the
plausibility, and in the event of a marked difference between the
calculated data and the mean values, it intervened in the system,
making corrections to the calibration of the instruments.

This
system always gave an exceptionally accurate result, but now, for
some reason, it refused to work. The AI kept cancelling the
calculation results and forcing the super-computer to put the sensor
data through its processors all over again. After the fourth failed
attempt, Chris cut the AI off and took control himself.

After
quickly checking the error logs, he zeroised the basic values and
started reinitialisation of the system, then returned monitoring to
the AI. This time the sensor data was not compared with the previous
results, and therefore did not take the huge deviation as a
calculation error. The error reports on the numerous screens were now
replaced by tables of values and the usual graphics and
visualisations.

Steve
and Clive heard Chris sigh with relief.

“OK,
the system’s back online. Give me a second to take a look...” he
began, but suddenly stopped.

“What?
Has it happened again?” asked Steve.

“It
looks as if... the portals no longer exist,” replied Chris, who was
clearly bewildered.
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“But
why should the aliens need to concentrate the power of the portals
scattered all over the galaxy specifically on that black hole?”
asked MacQueen.

“There
could be several explanations, but we think it would be most logical
to assume that they are trying to create a super-powerful star
catapult,” answered Shelby.

“But
what does the black hole have to do with it?”

“You
remember when we were estimating the maximum speed of the aliens’
ships?”

“I
do. We are basing our defence plans on the basis of that estimate. We
reckon the aliens can reach a speed of up to 3/4 c.”

“Just
so. Consequently, the aliens are restricted in the range of the
catapult. But if they are intending to concentrate the power of eight
such arrays, it means they are planning a super-long jump.”

“And
why specifically the centre of the galaxy?”

“There
are many reasons for that. For example, an array focuses its power in
its geometric centre. So it makes sense to place all the separate
components of the array not somewhere to the side of the galaxy, but
so that their centres coincide.

“There
is not much point in portals beyond the limits of the galaxy. Why
would they want to set off into the intergalactic vacuum, if there is
nothing there? No, it is better to put them close to star systems
where there are planets and living space.

“Another
reason is the method of supplying the portals with energy, of which
they must consume a tremendous amount. Again, it is not difficult to
find energy within the galaxy, since energy from the nearest star can
be used.

“But
the most important thing, in my view, is something else. As you know,
a black hole absorbs material and, on account of its super-high mass,
is capable of concentrating a gravitational field of monstrous power
alongside it.”

“Yes,
it’s not only astrophysicists who know that.”

“True,
but it is much less common knowledge among non-specialists that a
black hole does not just create a force of attraction. Material
usually falls into a hole not like a stone falls on Earth, in a
parabola, but more in a spiral, because of its high speed relative to
the hole.

“As
it approaches the hole and falls into the throat of the most
insatiable beast in the cosmos, matter accelerates to incredible
speeds. This madly rushing matter is heated to fantastic temperatures
and emanates hard radiation. It collects in one plane in the shape of
a sort of ring, forming what is called an accretion disc.

“If
our assumptions are true, the aliens have not only created a
super-powerful catapult, they are also trying to use the black hole’s
force of attraction to accelerate the thrown object. If you send a
ship already accelerated to sub-light speed on a particular
trajectory at a minimum distance from the event horizon, virtually
unlimited kinetic energy can be imparted to it. In this way, the
aliens apparently want to make a super-long-range throw possible.”

“And
where do they want to go? To the world beyond the grave?”

Shelby
smiled for the first time.

“Not
quite that far, I think. The portals are scattered all over the
galaxy, therefore the aliens have apparently already colonised the
entire Milky Way, or have at least laid the foundations for its
colonisation by building the transport infrastructure. They can reach
any point in our galaxy within less than five years.

“But
it’s getting cramped for them here and it’s time for the next
step. Everything points to the aliens planning an expansion to
another galaxy, and an array of portals focused on a super-massive
black hole gives them the chance of doing so.”

“Have
you worked out where they want to go?”

“It’s
pretty obvious. The nearest galaxy to the Milky Way is Andromeda.”

MacQueen
thought about this.

“Wouldn’t
it be simpler just to fly to Andromeda, rather than build this
monstrous machine the size of a galaxy?”

“Have
you any idea of the size of the Milky Way?”

“Not
the slightest.”

“Well,
our galaxy has a spiral shape, with a diameter of about one hundred
thousand light years. This means that before the portals came into
use, a classical journey from one edge to the other would have taken
at least a hundred thousand years. Actually it’s even longer, but
that’s beside the point.

“That
is indeed a long time, but if the aliens are telling the truth, then
their civilisation is about a million years old. A hundred thousand
years against the background of such a long history of existence is
an acceptable length of time. But a journey to Andromeda, which is
two and a half million light years away, is quite another matter.
That means that to fly there would take the aliens a length of time
more than twice that of the life of their civilisation.”

“This
other galaxy – is the game worth the candle?”

“Absolutely.
Andromeda is much bigger than the Milky Way. It contains about five
times as many stars, and correspondingly more valuable resources –
living space, energy...

“Most
likely its central black hole is much more massive than ours. Who
knows what range a catapult might have if the aliens built such a
structure in Andromeda?

“And
there’s one more thing about our neighbouring galaxy. It is heading
towards ours, and will collide with the Milky Way in a few billion
years.”

Shelby
again turned to his map and started a video simulation of the
collision of the galaxies. The image showed how the two galaxies,
each rotating around its own axis, were slowly creeping towards each
other.

“If
they collide, they’ll be destroyed! So much work and all for
nothing?” asked MacQueen.

“They
will collide, but galaxies are not monolithic formations, just stars
mixed with gas and dust, held together by gravitational forces. If we
compare the dimensions of a galaxy with the size of the individual
stars and the distances between them, then they are more like clouds
of mist. So the effect of a collision will be something like that of
mist clouds. Look at this.”

He
gestured to increase the speed of the simulation. The two galaxies
floated faster, touched, and, as if meeting no obstacle, passed
through each other like clouds. Shelby speeded up the animation still
further. The galaxies, having merged with each other, began rapidly
oscillating this way and that like a wobbling jelly. Their original
shape was gradually lost, and their bright centres were harder and
harder to distinguish against the background of star clusters.
Finally, the two galaxies became a single conglomeration. The
professor stopped the animation.

“When
it reaches this stage, you could say that the merging process has
been completed, so that they have merged into a single whole, the
total mass of which is slightly less than that of the Milky Way and
Andromeda put together, since a small number of stars will be thrown
beyond the boundaries of the new galactic formation. The former
galactic centres have also merged into a single whole, as have their
central black holes, which have formed a still bigger super-hole.”

“Well,
it looks as if the aliens have a really big game plan. By the way,
how long have they been working on this project?”

“It’s
hard to say precisely, we can only make an estimate on the basis of
studies of the influence of gravity waves on other bodies and the
pattern of their interference with each other. This is a rather
inaccurate method, but we believe that the first portal of the array
was built about 200,000 years ago. So roughly at the time when the
so-called Mitochondrial Eve was living on Earth, the aliens had
completed construction of the first element of the array.”

“But
why did they need to build the final element of the array just where
we are?”

“It
seems there is a certain technical reason for that. All the elements
of the array are in the same plane, plus or minus ten light years.
This is a negligible planar thickness, considering its huge area.

“There
are probably design considerations which make it necessary to dispose
the separate elements of the array in this way. I already said that
these elements must be close to stars. Apparently, when the aliens
were planning to build this enormous catapult, they selected the star
systems they needed, and the Solar System simply happened to fit
because of its position in space, as well as the fact that it has
quite a stable star in the middle of its life cycle. The fact that
Homo sapiens happens to be living there is most likely just a
coincidence, but since we are here, the aliens had to come to terms
with us.

“Incidentally,
here’s an interesting fact. The construction of the array has now
been going on for 200,000 years. Our galaxy is not a rigid structure,
and the stars in it don’t stand still. They rotate around the
galactic centre, sometimes rising above the plane of the galactic
ecliptic, sometimes falling below it; anyway, their relative position
changes. So in its present form, the array will only remain
functional for a few hundred years. If the aliens had been a few
centuries later, they would have had to choose another star. Would
they have visited us in that case? Who knows?”

“This
is all extremely interesting, professor, but is it possible to draw
any practical conclusions from your studies?”

“Yes.
Judging from the fact that the aliens have been able to build portals
all over the galaxy, they are most likely the dominant race in the
Milky Way. Or they may form part of some dominant alliance of races,
it doesn’t matter which.

“As
we know from the history of mankind, which is hardly different in
principle from the history of any other technogenic civilisation,
expansion and the discovery of new living spaces sometimes, if not
always, involve the use of force. In the case of the aliens, bearing
in mind the level of civilisation they have reached, this is more
likely to be soft force, coercion, rather than the destruction of
everything standing in the way of their plans.

“So
in my opinion, you can put an ‘equals’ sign between the concepts
‘most developed civilisation’ and ‘most powerful civilisation’
from a military point of view. Expansion in conditions of competition
is impossible without a powerful military apparatus. In the Milky
Way, the aliens have apparently managed to become leaders, and are
now planning to extend their influence to a neighbouring galaxy.

“As
we now know for certain, life is not just a random phenomenon that
happened on Earth, but a fundamental property of matter.
Consequently, we have to expect that advanced civilisations exist in
Andromeda too. Furthermore, Andromeda is larger than our galaxy, so
it provides more opportunities for life to arise.

“And
now we get down to the actual problem I fear we shall have to face.
In the Milky Way, the aliens have only come across inferior powers of
resistance, if any, from less advanced civilisations. By making the
jump to Andromeda, it is virtually guaranteed that they will clash
with the dominant race there. It is possible that we may be on the
threshold of a confrontation between two mega-civilisations.”
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In
spite of the fine cloudless weather, the president felt uneasy this
evening and kept lifting his head to admire the stars. Previously he
had taken no particular interest in astronomy, except perhaps as it
affected the space industry, but the appearance of the aliens had
changed his attitude to the science of the Universe beyond the limits
of his own planet.

That
amusing old man Professor Shelby had a good deal to do with this. He
knew how to interest people in the subject of his profession,
subconsciously rather than having to make a special effort to do so,
even when his listener knew next to nothing about all these comets,
planets and stars.

The
president stood next to his tent, erected in a beautiful location on
the shore of Moraine Lake, and raised his eyes to the night sky with
its bright stars. He had almost forgotten how a starry sky looked far
from the lights of big cities. In the past he had looked on them as
something from another dimension, other worlds so far away that there
was no hope of visiting them. But now that the aliens had proposed
the terraforming project, and hinted that they might help with
interstellar travel in the future, these points in the sky had
suddenly become of interest to him.

At
first, of course, and possibly forever, man would have to put up with
a secondary role in the assimilation of space. Mankind was a very
long way behind the aliens in its development, and they would hardly
hand over this advantage to the Earthlings voluntarily, however good
the mutual understanding might be in the future. On the other hand,
it was better to be the lead race on a galactic scale than the
leading one somewhere in a galactic backwater.

It
could not have been more appropriate that the annual conference of
space industry investors should begin the day after Parliament’s
decision on the terraforming project. The president usually looked on
such events as just another way of getting himself on the evening
news, but not this time. This evening, after the end of the official
part, he had invited the most important players to join him for
dinner. Only at the last minute did his guests discover that it would
not just be a dinner, but a business meeting with a very full agenda.
It was easier to gain concessions from people who were unprepared.

The
president hunched up. It was too cool this evening to stand out in
the open air in only his suit with no overcoat. He took a few deep
breaths, watching the vapour coming from his mouth, and was about to
go back into the tent to give his speech when he noticed a shining
point high in the sky, winking as it rapidly descended.

That
was how ships looked, returning to Earth from the stratosphere. The
ship must still be at a very great altitude to be shining so brightly
in the light of the Sun, which had long since fallen below the
horizon.

The
president had an unpleasant sense of foreboding. The flight of ships
in the vicinity of such an event as tonight’s meeting, to which
many high-ranking politicians from many countries, including himself,
were invited, was strictly forbidden, so this had to be some special
exception. He looked around. The nearest guard quickly guessed his
thoughts and immediately approached him.

“Is
there a problem, Mr. President?” he asked.

The
president indicated the descending point and asked: “What ship is
that?”

The
guard raised his head, but at that moment the ship was lost from
view, probably because it had entered the Earth’s shadow.

“Where,
Mr. President?”

“Damn,
it was there just now. Now it’s disappeared.”

“I’ll
find out, Mr. President. I won’t be a second,” replied the guard,
and took a few steps back, saying something into his microphone. Less
than ten seconds later, the head of the president’s security
appeared.

“That’s
MacQueen’s ship, John. He has something urgent to tell you.”

“MacQueen?
Why wasn’t I informed immediately?”

Dennis’s
face took on a somewhat surprised expression.

“That’s
normal procedure, you only learn of unplanned visitors when they are
already sitting in the outer office.”

“But
not MacQueen, and not today!” the president retorted angrily. His
feeling of alarm increased, and at such moments he became a bit
cantankerous.

“You’re
right, I’d somehow forgotten about the project. So... will you
receive him?”

“Of
course I will!”

“I’ll
arrange for him to wait while you finish your speech.”

“No,
the others will have to wait. I’ll see him right now. Bring him to
me as soon as he arrives.”

After
giving the order, the president went back into the tent. It seemed
stuffy after the moist cool air outside. He threw off his jacket,
slackened his tie, and began pacing up and down impatiently. The
secretary looked into the tent.

“Two
minutes to your speech, John.”

“I
can’t give it. Let someone else speak for me.”

“What’s
up? Something to do with the project?”

“It
looks like it,” replied the president. “You’d better bring me
something to drink.”

“The
usual?”

“No.
Make it brandy. A double.”

“Are
you cancelling the speech altogether, or will you make it later?”

“I
don’t know. It’ll depend on the circumstances.”

The
sound of the approaching ship’s turbines outside became louder. The
president sat down in his chair and began drumming his fingers on the
arms. He could barely manage to sit still and kept looking at his
watch. A waiter entered the tent carrying a balloon glass of brandy
on a tray, closely followed by the secretary. The president jumped
up, grabbed the glass and poured the contents into his mouth.

“That’s
how gossip about the president being an alcoholic starts, you know
that?” was the secretary’s snide comment when the waiter had
left.

The
president only waved this away. He couldn’t care less.

Rapidly
approaching footsteps were heard outside. The secretary pulled the
entrance curtain partly aside, looked out and waved his arm in
invitation.

“This
way, general, professor. Please, come in.”

MacQueen
entered the tent, followed by Shelby. The president glanced quickly
into the eyes of first one, then the other, but to his surprise could
not tell what sort of news they were bringing, good or bad.

“Mr.
President, we have a situation,” reported MacQueen.

“Sit
down,” invited the president, pointing to the armchairs next to
him. “Something to drink?”

“No,
thank you,” replied the general.

“I’d
quite like a coffee,” said Shelby imperturbably.

“Well?
I’m all ears,” said the president, after sitting down and
gesturing for the coffee to be brought.

“As
Professor Shelby’s team suggested,” began MacQueen, “the true
reason for the aliens appearing was their desire to complete their
project, which they had begun a very long time ago, namely to build
an array of portals.

“As
you know, we gave our agreement and the aliens began the
construction. For this they needed a temporary hemisphere, which they
said would supply the energy for the terraforming, the excavation of
rock from the planets and the construction of the permanent sphere.
As it turned out, this was not the whole truth.

“Earlier
today, the deployment of the temporary hemisphere was completed and
it began generating energy. It started the process of transmitting it
to the portal near our Solar System which is the last element of the
array.

“At
the same time, the aliens put the whole array into operation. After
observing their actions, we can be confident that our theory about
their true intentions was correct. They were trying to make a
super-long-range throw, apparently to the Andromeda galaxy.”

“Why
‘trying’? Did they not succeed?” asked the president.

“Quite
the opposite,” replied Shelby. “We think they actually did
succeed and their ship, or a whole fleet of them, we don’t know
which because we were only observing the operation of the portals,
reached its destination and appeared out of hyperspace somewhere in
the vicinity of Andromeda. After that, all the aliens’ ships
disappeared and so did their portals, every single one of them.”

The
president looked inquiringly at his secretary, as though he was
expecting him to solve this riddle.

“But
where did they go?” he asked.

“We
believe that the ships were destroyed, and so were the portals.”

“What?
All of them simultaneously? How is that possible? What was the reason
for it?”

“It
looks as if we were right in believing that civilisations at a more
advanced level of development than even our guests exist in
Andromeda. The nature of the consequences of the super-long-distance
throw argues in favour of the theory that ‘our’ aliens, by making
the leap to Andromeda, triggered a defence mechanism protecting the
civilisations there against invasion from outside the galaxy.
Apparently this mechanism reconfigured certain fundamental constants
of our Universe, thus making the existence of cosmic catapults and
portals, at least those based on the principles used by the aliens,
impossible. This led to the destruction of the portals and the
aliens’ ships.”

“Why
the ships?”

“Their
ships are, or rather were, built on a very interesting principle.
What we see is not the actual spacecraft, but a local anomaly in the
space-time continuum existing partly in our world and partly in
another dimension, within which the interior of the ship is
concealed. This explains many puzzling things about their spacecraft.

“For
example, their ships move in space without any visible indications of
the effect of inertia. They are capable of decelerating and of
achieving fantastic speeds virtually simultaneously.

“Furthermore,
we were very surprised to learn that their ‘hull plating’ has a
temperature no different from that of a vacuum. This is impossible
for a system in which energy conversion takes place, particularly in
the quantities required for space engines of such power.

“It
also explains why our most powerful weapons were ineffective against
their ships. There is no material known to us in the Universe capable
of withstanding the strike made against the first contact ship.”

“But
that ship was thrown from its orbit, so it must have felt the
effect.”

“Who
knows if it was thrown out by the explosion or if this was only
simulated? In any case, such a strike could not have been withstood
by any material object in the Universe of such dimensions and density
without damage to its integrity.”

“So
how did these ships exist and move about in space?”

“They
created a gravity funnel in front of themselves, enabling them to
reach fantastic speeds. Physically, the ship falls into a pit, as it
were. Unfortunately our knowledge of their ships is scanty – not
that it matters now, because apparently the existence of such devices
is no longer possible in our Universe.”

The
president was gradually becoming calmer. The way the situation was
developing, it was not as hopeless as it had at first appeared.

“Professor,
before all these events, you suggested that an advanced civilisation
exists in Andromeda. Why did the aliens not work this out themselves
and avoid such a stupid blunder?”

“Perhaps
they supposed or knew that they would arrive in a populated galaxy,
but incorrectly judged the reaction of the races there.”

“But
why did they not manage to counteract it? Surely they must have
thought of taking some sort of precautionary measures?”

“Either
they were taken by surprise, or the civilisations there are at a
higher stage of technological development. This, by the way, is
highly probable, seeing that Andromeda offers greater possibilities
for development than the Milky Way. It is much larger, much more
active, and has much more mass. Comparing the two galaxies is like
comparing a city to a village. The city has more people, they are
better educated and richer, and they have better chances of creating
something technologically complex.”

“How
is it at all possible to reconfigure the fundamental constants of the
entire Universe? I still remember our physics teacher at school
saying that if the fundamental constants in our Universe changed even
to the slightest extent, life here would be impossible.”

Shelby
nodded.

“You
are right. I would go further: not only life, but the stars around us
too. The parameters of our Universe appear to be precisely calculated
in such a way that they permit the existence of the world we see
around us.

“But
we know that this is not the only possible set of fundamental
parameters. Yes, they must be very finely tuned, but there can be an
infinite number of variants. Therefore it is difficult to undertake a
reconfiguration, but it is not impossible.”

The
president suddenly got up from his chair and unhurriedly walked over
to a small fish tank standing in the corner of the tent. Many
multicoloured fish were swimming in the attractive pale blue light
illuminating the tank. He looked at these fish for a few seconds,
then knocked lightly on the glass, frightening a shoal of red fish
with yellow stripes. They scattered and, in the blink of an eye,
disappeared into the undergrowth of the water-plant forest.

“For
every big fish, you can always find an even bigger one,” he said,
and turned back to Shelby and MacQueen. “So the aliens are left
without their portals and ships?”

“Exactly,
Mr. President.”

“When
was the first portal built?”

“They
began building the array about 200,000 years ago, apparently after
they had gained sufficient experience of galactic colonisation and
economic power, and the first portal was built about 700,000 years
ago, sir.”

“Seven
hundred thousand years,” muttered the president, who was now pacing
around the tent immersed in thought. He felt the alcohol in the
brandy he had drunk reacting pleasantly in his head, making him more
inclined towards adventures. Just like during his studies at
university...

“So
they have been thrown back to their Stone Age, have they?”

“It’s
quite possible that at this very moment they are experiencing the
collapse of civilisation. A highly developed civilisation is
ill-suited to the destruction of its important infrastructure. It’s
also possible they are losing their status as the dominant race in
the Milky Way, and will collapse into numerous local civilisations.”

The
president turned towards Shelby and smiled a rapacious smile.

“Nature
abhors a vacuum, does it not, professor?”

“Yes,
sir, but...”

“They
no longer have ships, they no longer have portals, and their economy
has been destroyed, whereas we at this time are experiencing a golden
century of progress. We have wonderful ships, we have remote
manipulation technology, and now we also have the hemisphere, giving
us more energy than we ever dreamed of. And we don’t have officious
aliens dictating their terms to us and not allowing us to approach
them, for fear that we might, God forbid, copy their technologies!”

Shelby
looked at the general sitting next to him and then at the secretary.
They were no less dumbfounded by the president’s words than Shelby
himself.

“You
want to challenge the aliens?”

“Good
God, no! I haven’t gone out of my mind yet. But as you yourself
have said many times, professor, our behaviour, our history, our
evolution – these are not things that happened by chance, but the
result of the objective laws of nature.”

“Quite
right. We behave as others would do if they were in our place.”

The
president paused briefly and looked into the eyes of the professor,
who calmly withstood his gaze. Behind Shelby’s mild manners and
inoffensive appearance, a strong character was concealed. The
president gave him a kindly smile.

“Professor,
I only hope you will prove to be right again.”

#
# #

Thank
you for reading my book! This was the last episode of “Beyond
the Event Horizon” series. Now I'm working on a sequel which is
to be released by the middle of this year.

Join
my spam-free mailing list to receive info on my new releases by
sending an e-mail to

SciFiMailingList@gmail.com






The
prequel of “Beyond the event horizon”:

“THE
CONTACT”


An excerpt:


The spacecraft reaches
Mercury at the intended time and begins sending signals to determine
the precise orbit of the planet. The experiment begins that evening.
A command is sent to increase the speed of Mercury from the
Experiment Control Centre at the moon base. Three hours later, the
International Space Station, scientists at the moon station and also
many other groups of scientists on Earth, register an increase in the
diameter of Mercury’s orbit round the Sun by two percent. Once the
experiment is over, Mercury’s orbit is slowed down to its previous
level. 



Soon after, a Chilean
observatory observes a space object moving from outer space which
could potentially collide with Earth. Precise calculations of its
flight trajectory are not yet possible because it is so far away, and
the orbital telescopes, even those in orbit round the gas giants, are
currently being used in support of an experiment testing remote
manipulation technology. In view of the low speed of the object, the
time for it to reach the Earth’s orbit is estimated as hundreds of
years, so a low priority is given to clarifying its trajectory.
Nevertheless, the instruction is entered into the central computer
for a second observation of the object a week later, to confirm the
low priority status. 



At the next observation
session, the object is not detected. The telescope control system
probes the space sectors in the region of the assumed location. The
unidentified space body is eventually detected, but its actual
position differs greatly from that initially assumed. Following its
programmed instructions, the telescope computer corrects the
calculation data and raises the priority for finally calculating the
trajectory. The third observation session is appointed for 24 hours
later. 



The third observation session
reveals an even greater calculation error. The Chilean telescope’s
automatic control system has to notify the scientific personnel...

US
link “THE CONTACT”: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00LKOY6IC











MY
OTHER BOOK:

Entangled
(a short story)

Aaron
has cheated death once more... the heart attack didn’t kill him,
just made him contemplative, walking the corridors of his life’s
memories. Read Aaron’s incredible journey, written in a comfortably
lazy, lyrical style that evokes all the senses – all the tastes,
aromas and sweet touches of life.

Entangled
is now available on Amazon for free

US
link: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J9GV08M






An
excerpt from “Entangled”:

Aaron
came to, opening his eyes with some difficulty. He could dimly make
out the contours of the room. His surroundings lacked any distinct
detail, just random grey-coloured silhouettes and strange shapes
which, when looked at more closely, merged into familiar objects.

He
tried to raise himself up off the bed to see more but was unable, his
arms were not up to the task - his muscles simply refused to do their
job. He would have to settle for just moving his eyes. Moving his
head also proved impossible. An impotent weakness enveloped his whole
body.

OK.
Now he understood. It was a hospital. Aaron had absolutely no memory
of how he had ended up there, which meant it had happened again. His
doctor had warned him that sooner or later it would happen, and it
looked like that time had come. He had had a heart attack. The second
in two years.

Aaron
could feel his teeth chattering as if he were freezing to death. But
he was well covered, he was warm, so it was not from cold. It had
been the same last time. Maybe fear? No, he was not scared of death.
The worst was already behind him. The very fact that he was lying in
a hospital bed looking at a hospital ward meant that this time around
he had survived again. Everyone died at some point, and one day it
would be his turn, but not this time. This time he had pulled
through.

In
a way, he was already getting used to the thought of his death. After
his first heart attack, he had not been himself at all. Back then,
the first time round, when he had also come to in a hospital bed, the
doctor had told him what had happened and he had almost broken down.
He knew that his life would no longer be the same ever again. Tears
had run down his ageing, wrinkled cheeks and he had been unable to
stop them. This time, however, it was bearable.

Suddenly,
the door swung open and a doctor came into the ward, followed by a
nurse. Aaron could barely make out the outlines of the newcomers, but
he could distinguish the silhouettes and hear steady footsteps. In a
hospital, only the doctors walk with such confidence. The patients
are too weak and visitors tread softly, trying not to make too much
noise. They practically walk on their tiptoes. The doctors, however,
are a different matter. They stomp around like soldiers on parade.
Also, he could smell them. A smell that only doctors in white coats
give off. Even with his sense of smell, dulled by noxious vapours
after forty years in a factory, he could tell them a mile away.

"Good
morning, Aaron! How are you feeling?" said the taller and leaner
silhouette. His voice was encouraging. The atmosphere in the ward
seemed to lose some of its melancholy and become more welcoming.

"Sister,
would you open the window please? It is a little stuffy," said
the doctor.

Aaron
watched the second, smaller silhouette obediently move over to the
window, pull at the sash cord and open it with a rattling screech.
Noise from the street burst into the ward. The twitter of birds, the
conversation of passersby, the clicking of heels on the pavement.
After a moment, Aaron could feel the cool air flowing in from
outside. First it touched his cheeks, then it blew down his thinning,
grey hair to his shoulders, and soon it enveloped him completely,
hugging him in a cold embrace that he could feel even through his
warm blanket. The chilly freshness was more than welcome. It had a
particular smell, which for some reason he always associated with the
smell of watermelons.

Suddenly
he saw an image of himself many years before, also springtime,
arriving home from work with a bag containing an enormous, stripy
watermelon. He had only been married for a short while and he and his
wife had just moved into their first apartment together. Their
firstborn could already sit up unaided, and Jessica was pregnant with
their second. Hearing the front door close, she popped her head
around the kitchen door.

"Ah,
it's you. Wash your hands and sit down. Dinner’s on the table
already," she said to him, her words coming out in a rush. In
one hand she held an empty baby bottle, having only just finished
feeding the baby.

The
food was already waiting for him on the table, and there was a
wonderful smell rising up from the steaming plate. Jessica rocked
their child in her arms. The baby was looking at the enormous
watermelon in his father’s arms wide-eyed, as though it was an
unknown miracle.

Aaron
washed the stripy fruit, wiped it dry and took out a large knife. No
sooner had he sunk the knife through the thick skin when a crack
appeared along the back of the watermelon. The small kitchen was
immediately filled with its aroma, an aroma that was the very essence
of freshness. He cut off a small slice and tasted it.

"How
sweet it is. The baby will love it. Do you want some?" he asked
his wife.

"Go
on then."

He
cut two pieces from the very middle and carefully removed all the
seeds, then gave one to Jessica and held the other out to his son. He
opened his mouth obediently and Aaron fed him a piece. The boy ate
the juicy fruit noisily and happily. As he chewed, he looked at both
his parents in wonderment.

"Do
you like it, my little teddy bear?"

Their
teddy bear reached out towards the table where the fragrant
watermelon sat.

"You
want some more?"

The
child laughed. It would have been impossible for him not to have
liked the sweet delicacy. Aaron cut another piece. They stood like
that in the small kitchen and watched as their tiny little son ate
watermelon for the first time in his life. Aaron hugged Jessica from
behind, resting his chin on her shoulder and stroking her stomach. In
her seventh month of pregnancy, she was gradually starting to look
like a watermelon. And that is what he called her - my little
watermelon.

Jessica
came up with the nickname herself. Six months ago when they had been
planning their holiday, Aaron had not been able to get time off at
the beginning of the summer as he had wanted, only nearer the end.
His wife was already pregnant, so did not like the idea of having
their holiday three months later than planned.

"I'll
be bobbing about in the sea like a watermelon," she’d said at
the time, and Aaron had laughed, imagining what she was going to look
like. It really had been funny, and her description proved to be spot
on.

Now,
however, he was standing embracing his wife and looking at their son.
Jessica tilted her head back slightly and her brown hair brushed
against his face. He could smell her hair and feel the warmth of her
body. And in her arms their first son sat quietly, unable to tear his
eyes away from the watermelon. Aaron knew he would remember this
moment for the rest of his life.

US
link: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J9GV08M
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