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              There she was—mysterious but beautiful, and for the taking. Where the ship came from, no one asked. As for where she was going, no one ...
 
-
 
              WE WERE a poverty-stricken bunch on Dunsinane, although this was no fault of our own. Ever since its founding, the colony had been unlucky. To begin with, there were metals in quantities sufficient only for local use. There were no indigenous flora and fauna which, considered as foodstuffs, would be so exotic as to command fancy prices in the luxury markets throughout the Galaxy. Then it had taken a long while, too long a while, for the Terran animals and plants, introduced when the colony was started, to gain a foothold—the original ecological survey had been criminally haphazard and all manner of viruses, moulds and rusts had been overlooked. Then there were the earthquakes ...
 
              And the droughts ...
 
              And the floods ...
 
              All in all, we were a poverty-stricken bunch, and the onerous freight charges that we had to pay on all goods shipped to and from Dunsinane kept us so. We had to export in order to pay for imported essentials—and by the time the Interstellar Transport Commission had taken its whack there were few essentials that we could afford. The rest we had to do without.
 
              We were in no mood, therefore, to look in the mouth of any gift horse sent trotting our way by Providence.
 
              The Gift Horse—that's what we called her. Ogilvy, the Headmaster of the Port Macbeth Academy, wanted her called Birnam Wood—after all, he argued, she had come to Dunsinane. But Gift Horse she was dubbed almost from the very beginning, and the name stuck. Governor Smith broke a bottle of our very inferior whiskey over her bows when she was ready for Space after her refit, and Gift Horse was what he officially christened her.
 
              I wasn't the first one to see her, but I was the second.
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              I was working late in my office at the spaceport that night—the Commission's freighter, Epsilon Lyrae, which we nicknamed "Epileptic Liar", had pushed off that afternoon for Elsinore and had left behind more paperwork than cargo. I needn't have worked late—her next call wasn't due for all of six weeks—but I wanted to have the following day free for work on my small holding. That was the way all of us on Dunsinane lived. We did the clerical work necessary to hold the fabric of civilization together, but in all the time that we could spare from such essentially unproductive labors we were farmers and artisans.
 
              Anyhow, I was working late, and cursing the Purser of the "Epileptic Liar" for having not done all the things that he should have done to make my task easier. I was a Purser myself until I met Judith—she was a hostess in the Alpha Class liner in which I was serving—and decided that life in deep space was no life for a civilized man and woman. The same can be said for life in the Shakespearean colonies—but we didn't know that when we made our decision to give the interstellar ships away and become colonists.
 
              I was still wrestling with the manifest—it didn't check at all with the bills of lading—when the buzzer of my desk 'phone sounded. I flipped the switch over and the little screen lit up. I saw the fat, usually placid face of Bill Higgins, our chief radar operator. It was the first time that I'd ever seen him excited.
 
              "Ken," he said, "come to the radar office, will you?"
 
              "What for?" I asked.
 
              "We've acquired a satellite," he said.
 
              "Must be the "Epileptic Liar" come back for something. Perhaps her Purser's decided that he'd better finish all the paper work he wished on to me."
 
              "It's not the "Epileptic Liar". I tracked her until she went into interstellar drive. She's well on her way to Port Hamlet. Come over, Ken. I want a witness before I start raising the alarm."
 
              I wasn't sorry to leave my papers. I walked out of the office, into the open air. I looked up at the sky, half expecting to see something. There was nothing visible to the naked eye, of course. All that I could see were the sparse stars and the great gulfs of emptiness between them—at this time of the year the huge, luminescent lens that was the Galaxy set shortly after the sun. The absence of stars made the night—although this was only subjective—very cold as well as very dark.
 
              It was dark and cold in the radar office, too. Only one screen was in use, and the bulky figure of Bill Higgins was hunched over it. He stood up as I approached.
 
              "Do you see it?" he asked, moving to one side.
 
              I looked at the screen. I saw a little blob of light that could have been anything.
 
              "There's something there," I said.
 
              "Too right there's something there. Range one thousand miles—straight up. And it's in a twenty four orbit over Port Macbeth."
 
              "It must be a ship," I said brightly.
 
              "Yes, but what ship? I've called them on every frequency known to man, and a few that aren't, and got no reply."
 
              "It still could be Epsilon Lyrae. Whatever accident forced her to return could have put her radio out of kilter. What about psionic communications? Have you called Templar out?"
 
              Like most radio specialists Higgins had nothing but contempt for the so-called psionic radio and for the trained telepaths who were its operators. He let me go to the 'phone and dial Templar's number. He let me explain to Templar what it was all about. He told me, when Templar was on the way, to keep the Psionic Communications Officer out of the radar office.
 
              I met Templar outside. We went straight to his own office. The sight of the big organic brain—grown from tissue from the brain of a dog it was—gave me, as it always did, the creeps. Templar patted the glass dome and said, "Hello, Fido old boy." He did all the things necessary to bring the organic amplifier from sleep into wakefulness, then put on the elaborate headset and relaxed in the deep armchair.
 
              I sat in a less comfortable chair and waited. I listened to the sigh and gurgle of the pumps as they kept Fido supplied with oxygen and nutrient solution. I watched Templar's thin lips moving as he muttered something. I strained my ears to hear what it was. All I heard was, "Calling ... Calling ..."
 
              "Any reply?" I asked.
 
              "No. There's ... something there. But it's faint, vague. The ghost of a thought ..."
 
              "Are you sure it's not Epsilon Lyrae?"
 
              "She would answer me at once."
 
              "Not if her operators are dead or unconscious."
 
              "How does Epsilon Lyrae bear from here?" he asked me.
 
              I got Higgins on the 'phone, asked him for an estimated line of bearing. Templar swivelled his chair—it was mounted on a turntable—to my directions. I saw his lips moving again.
 
              "Epsilon Lyrae answering," he said, after a brief pause.
 
              "So it's not them hanging over the spaceport?"
 
              "No. They want to know what we want."
 
              "Tell them you're testing," I said. "Just testing."
 
              "What about the ... the whatever it is?"
 
              "Don't say anything about it. It's our business, not the Commission's."
 
              Somehow, the thought of salvage had already flickered across my mind. We, the Colony, could use the proceeds of salvage, and it would have been foolish to throw our prize, whatever it was, into the laps of the Commission and the crew of the Epileptic Liar.
 
              I went back to see Bill Higgins, and we decided it was time we got old Captain Sorensen, the Port Master, out of his bed.
 
-
 
              WITH DAYLIGHT the Mount McDuff Observatory turned its big reflector on to the azimuth and altitude given the astronomers by Higgins, and confirmed our suspicions that the mysterious object was a spaceship. They couldn't tell us much more. They could tell us no more than that the vessel seemed to be midway in size between one of the Commission's Gamma Class and one of the Delta Class. They didn't think that she was either a Huqua or a Shaara ship, but they couldn't be sure.
 
              Was the ship manned? That was the problem.
 
              She must have approached Dunsinane under interstellar drive, reverting to normal space-time when almost within the outer atmosphere. She must have used interplanetary drive to establish herself in her orbit—although, unluckily, nobody happened to be looking at the sky at the time. On the other hand, she answered no signals whatsoever—neither radio, psionic radio nor light.
 
              Mid morning, there was a conference in Captain Sorensen's office. Governor Smith was there, together with a half dozen members of the Legislative Council. Higgins was there. Templar was there. I was there.
 
              It was Sorensen who kept harping on the fact that the strange ship was probably in distress, and that we should endeavor to go to her aid. He pointed out that we had one barely spaceworthy vessel at our disposal—a Spurling Six with rocket drive instead of the more usual jets. He said that even though he had been planetbound for years he was still capable of simple piloting. There were three spacesuits in the spaceport stores, and if two volunteers would step forward ...
 
              Everybody stepped forward, including the Governor.
 
              Sorensen decided, wisely, to make his choice of companions from among those who had several years of deep space experience, which disqualified most of those present. Higgins, Templar and myself—ex-spacemen all—matched coins to see which of us would have the privilege. On the first attempt we all turned up heads. On the second attempt Higgins and I had heads, Templar's coin showed a tail.
 
              The Port Master—and he had no shortage of willing helpers—organized the readying of the Spurling for space. Higgins and I went to the stores for the spacesuits. They hadn't been used for years. Luckily we were able to get full oxygen cylinders from the spaceport engineering shop. We were able, after a struggle with our memories, to go through the full testing procedure.
 
              While all this was happening I had, of course, found time to keep in touch with Judith. I wasn't surprised when Higgins and I—fully suited except for our helmets—walked to where the vicious looking little Spurling was standing on the apron to see her among the crowd around the aircraft.
 
              She said, "Be careful, Ken."
 
              "You were shipmates with me long enough to know that I'm always careful," I told her.
 
              "That was in a real ship," she said, "not a garbage can with rockets."
 
              Sorensen glared at her from under his bushy white brows.
 
              "If you've quite finished, Mr. Chambers, you might help me on with my suit."
 
              I kissed Judith hastily. With Bill Higgins assisting, I eased the bulk of the Port Master into his space-suit. The three of us put our helmets on—the Spurling's cabin was supposed to be hermetically sealed, but it wouldn't have held small coal. In any case, the inner door of the little airlock had been missing for quite some time.
 
              Bill and I climbed into the Spurling first, took our seats at the rear of the cabin. Captain Sorensen followed us, wedged himself into the pilot's chair. He ran his heavy gloves over the controls, satisfied himself that they would not affect his manual dexterity too badly. Outside we could see the Spaceport Police clearing the field for our take-off.
 
              The Old Man took us up in a hurry. He had to, to conserve fuel—the Spurling's fuel tanks had never been designed for actual spatial maneuvering. He didn't bother with the turret drive, he just turned her until her nose was pointing straight up. In seconds we were through the thin, high cirrus and the sky had changed from blue to black. It seemed only a few more seconds, although it must have been longer, when the drive was cut and we were falling weightless around Dunsinane, in a rough approximation of a twenty four hour orbit. The longest part of the whole business was the visual search for the strange ship. We found her at last, gleaming like a star in the sunlight. My body ached as Sorensen nudged us towards her with short, vicious stabs of rocket blast. It had been so long since I had been in Space that the first acceleration had hit me badly.
 
              We matched velocities with the stranger. We looked at her. She was a big brute, bigger than the old "Epileptic Liar." She had the vanes and the slender, needle prowed form that showed that she had been designed for landings and blastings off in an atmosphere. Her shell plating—at least, to my unpracticed eye—was in good condition, bore none of the pitting and scarring that must occur during years spent in allegedly empty Space, with descents and take-offs through planetary atmospheres.
 
              There was the usual greenhouse in the nose. There was a name just below the big windows—but it was in no script with which we were familiar. It wasn't in the Terran alphabet, neither was it in either Huqua or Shaara. It was like some of the more abstruse symbols used by the mathematicians.
 
              There was an airlock where one would expect an airlock to be—about two thirds of the way between nose and tail. The big, round door was open. I shivered. It looked too much like an open mouth, gaping wide to swallow us. I said as much.
 
              Sorensen laughed, making my helmet 'phones crackle.
 
              "So it does," he said. "So it does. But we mustn't look a gift horse in the mouth."
 
              "A gift horse, Captain?" asked Higgins.
 
              "Yes—a gift horse. A spaceship's just what we've been wanting for years—and now we've got one."
 
              "But she's not ours," I said. "And what about her crew?"
 
              "Damn the crew," he replied. "Oh, I'm sorry for them, something must have happened to them—didn't you notice that both airlock doors were open? That ship's deserted."
 
              "All artifacts of Extra-Terran origin are the property of the Institute of Extra-Terran Arts and Sciences," I reminded him.
 
              "Like hell! This is a ship, man—not a bloody artifact. I don't know how she got here, or from where, but we can use her. We'll be able to run the Commission out of the Shakespearean Sector. We'll do all the fetching and carrying between Dunsinane and Elsinore and Venice and Illyria and Philippi—at freight rates that our fellow colonists can afford to pay."
 
              "But she can't be deserted," said Higgins.
 
              "There's only one way to find out," said the Old Man.
 
              He was the first across from the Spurling to the ship, using the little rocket unit that was part of his suit equipment. He paid out his lifeline as he went. Once inside the airlock he pulled the Spurling to the ship. She crumpled her starboard wing rather badly coming alongside, and I remember wondering how we would ever get back to Dunsinane—and Dunsinane was such a long way down. I looked at the cloudy, ocean girdled globe and shuddered.
 
              We made the Spurling fast alongside the stranger. Then Bill and I joined Sorensen in the airlock. It was like the airlocks of all the ships that we had ever known—but there is, after all, only one way to make an efficient airlock.
 
              By the light of our torches we prowled through the empty alleyways, the deserted compartments. The more we saw the more we were convinced that the owners—or the late owners—of the vessel had been an essentially humanoid race. Everything was to the right scale. The chairs in the Control Room could have been designed for human bodies. The controls themselves must have been designed for something very like the human hand.
 
              Sorensen made a careful inspection of the controls.
 
              "This," he said, "must be the pilot's chair. The big, red key must actuate the main drive, the smaller ones the auxiliaries. That screen will be a radar altimeter, and the other one a drift indicator. These could be the gyroscope controls ..."
 
              He prodded a button with a thick, gloved forefinger. He swore as a low humming sound, rising rapidly to a whine, was audible, transmitted to us through the metal of hull and decks and bulkheads, through the metallic soles of our boots. Outside the big ports the stars were wheeling in slow procession, the stars and the huge lens of the Galaxy.
 
              Sorensen prodded other buttons, frantically. The whining stopped, but the ship was still swinging.
 
              "There must be power in the batteries still," he muttered.
 
              "Why not?" asked Higgins. "And why shouldn't the Pile be alive, too? Everything must have been working for her to get here. There's no reason to suppose that nothing is working is now."
 
              By the time that we had decided that everything was working, the insides of our suits were clammy and foul, and we were tired and hungry. We had tried, using our suit radios, to get in touch with Port Macbeth, but without success. I was beginning to worry about Judith, knowing that she would be worried about me.
 
              Even so, results were encouraging. None of us was an engineer, but we knew enough to be able to tell that both Drives, Interplanetary and Interstellar, were functioning. The Pile was alive, and there was ample propellant, if the meters on the tanks, with their alien numerals, said what we thought they said. But we had ample evidence to indicate that the builders of the ship were a right handed race. The Interstellar Drive was as near to a Mannschenn Unit as made no difference. Obviously, with its complexity of spinning wheels, it could work only on the principle of Temporal Precession. The tools in the engine-room stores were all understandable, remarkably un-alien in their construction and design.
 
              The tools, as a matter of fact, were the only items of equipment in the ship. The other storerooms were all empty, looked as though they had never been used. The cabins were empty. There were no books or papers of any kind. The galley—there was nothing else that it could have been—bore no evidence that anybody had ever cooked anything in the electronic range.
 
              We returned to the Control Room for a conference.
 
              "This is the situation," said Sorensen. "We could try to straighten the Spurling's starboard wing—but, even if we did, it'll be badly weakened. I'd not guarantee a safe landing. On the other hand—I feel quite sure that I could set this ship down in one piece. All we have to do is to start the generators—I'm enough of an engineer for that—and get the controls, all the controls, alive. Then I shall require at least an hour's playing around with her to get the feel of her. Then I take her down."
 
              "But we can't notify Port Macbeth," objected Bill.
 
              "Port Macbeth, to all practical intents and purposes, is in this Control Room, Mr. Higgins. Besides, everybody in Dunsinane will be staring at the sky, and the Observatory will see what's happening soon enough. Come on, now—we'll get the jennies started."
 
              So we started the jennies, and we cast the poor little Spurling adrift. We found the controls for the airlock doors and we, as Captain Sorensen had put it, played around for all of an hour. By this time the air regenerating units of our suits were beginning to feel the strain, and so were we. By this time we were ceasing to worry what sort of landing we could make. As far as I was concerned all that I wanted was to get the helmet off my head and get a lungful of good, clean air. All that I wanted was to feel the solid ground of Dunsinane under my feet. All that I wanted was a surcease from the gut wrenching accelerations and decelerations. I wanted to see Judith again too—but not, I must confess, with such urgency.
 
              We fell, at last, through the evening sky, the ship almost obedient to the touch of Sorensen's big hands, with Bill and I prompting his memory as to which control was which, which symbol meant what. We fell, they told us, like a falling star, the glare of our rockets intolerably bright in the evening sky. Even so, we hit the apron almost as lightly as the proverbial falling feather—and stumbled from the ship to face the levelled rifles of the Spaceport Police and the volunteers, who dropped their rifles to cheer when we threw off our helmets and were recognized.
 
              It was a homecoming that made the danger and hardship worthwhile.
 
-
 
              THERE WAS little time to rest, almost no time to tell Judith of our discoveries. A meeting of the Council was convened for that very night and, of course, Sorensen, Higgins and myself had to appear before it to say our pieces. The decision of the Council was unanimous. After all, we were a poverty-stricken bunch on Dunsinane and ethics, to us, were an expensive luxury, and the laws and rules made by somebody on Earth, parsecs away, were made, we all felt, to be ignored.
 
              We didn't know where the ship had come from—for all we knew she could have drifted from some other Galaxy. We didn't know what had happened to her crew—it seemed to us that she had never been manned. We didn't know of what value she would be to the Institute of Extra-Terran Arts and Sciences—although we could make a conservative guess—but we did know, only too well, of what value she would be to us. What the Institute never knew would never worry its corporate mind.
 
              Other colonies, other planet states throughout the Galaxy owned and operated their own ships, but they had been rich enough to buy them. We weren't rich, and never would be rich, and we could not afford to look our big, beautiful, shining gift horse in the mouth. That is what we decided to call her—the Gift Horse. The meeting finished with all of us drinking toasts to the beast in New Galedon whiskey—it was far better than our own—that Governor Smith had produced for the occasion.
 
              That was the end of the talking; the next day the work started. Our main trouble was that we had so very few ex-spacemen among us. There was Captain Sorensen, of course, and there were Higgins and Templar, the two communications specialists. There was Judith—although she had sailed only as hostess, she had her Catering Officer's Certificate. There was Harry Hawkins, who ran the Port Macbeth engineering shop. He had been a Junior Engineer—reaction—in the Commission's ships and had an Interstellar Endorsement to his Second's ticket. He knew nothing of the theory of the Mannschenn Drive—all that he knew was how to trace faults and check circuits.
 
              We found a Doctor Calver among the staff of the Observatory who thought that he would be able to handle interstellar navigation. We found a professor of biology at the Academy who was confident that he would be able to look after the yeasts and algae upon which we should depend both for food and atmosphere. We found a few bright boys from the airlines who thought that they should have been spacemen, not airmen, and who, surprisingly enough, were willing to learn.
 
              Sorensen, of course, was to be Master, and Hawkins the engineer, handling both reaction and interstellar drives. Calver was to be navigator and Hawkins' assistant so far as the Mannschenn Drive was concerned. Mackay, the professor from the Academy, was elected Bio-Chemist. Higgins and Templar were to be communications officers. I was the obvious choice for Purser, just as Judith was for the position of Chief Steward. We had no trouble in filling the other, less specialized vacancies.
 
              Meanwhile, the work of fitting out the Gift Horse continued day and night. We had no time to lose. We wanted to get her out into Space before the Commission's Epsilon Lyrae came bumbling along on her appointed rounds. We wanted to carry our first load from Dunsinane to Elsinore, from Elsinore to Illyria, to Venice and Philippi so that the opposition would be greeted with empty warehouses and a paucity of customers. We didn't know where she had come from, and by this time we didn't care. She was our ship.
 
              She was, to a surprising extent, only the shell of a ship—and that made our task so much easier. We were able to install the algae tanks and yeast vats in positions to suit ourselves and not the whim of some Commission draughtsman huddled over his drawing board. Not that there were many whims in the design of the Commission's ships—it was just that such-and-such had always lived in so-and-so space, and always would live there, the convenience of her crew and passengers notwithstanding.
 
              The airline pilots took her lifeboats—the fact that they were still in their nests was one of the puzzling features—and played with them outside the atmosphere and got the feel of handling a ship in a vacuum. The rest of us were planet-bound—but it was only temporary. We pushed on with our tasks, and it was a day ahead of schedule that the Governor, perched precariously a-top the scaffolding, broke the ceremonial bottle of whiskey over Gift Horse's bow.
 
              It was two days later that we were ready for the blast-off. We were a full ship insofar as the passenger accommodation was concerned. Most of our novice spacemen were married, and it had been decided to give their wives a holiday jaunt around the other worlds of the Shakespearean Sector. Sorensen didn't like it, complaining that enough things could go wrong on a maiden voyage without having a parcel of women cluttering up the ship. He was over-ruled by the Governor himself.
 
              Our cargo spaces were far from full. We had so little to export from our world. There were the bags of mail to the other planetary systems. There was a prize ram, with two ewes, for Elsinore. There were a dozen or so bales of sheepskins for Illyria and a shipment of whiskey for Venice, whose attempts at the manufacture of potables had failed even more dismally than had our own. There was a rooster and a half dozen hens for somebody on Philip-pi. Unfortunately they did not survive the initial acceleration.
 
              It was a fine morning when we blasted off. There was bright bunting all over the spaceport, and the Police Band was playing us off. I remember The Road To The Isles and, as the airlock doors were closing, the inevitable Auld Lang Syne. I remember, too, Will Ye No' Come Back Again? and how Judith said that they might have played something a little less ominous.
 
              I remember how stiff and self-conscious the new hands looked in their new uniforms as they paraded before the Governor, and how much at home the old hands looked in theirs, with the tarnished braid and badges. I remember the cheers, and the slow booming of the saluting cannon that Hawkins' men in the shop had found time to make, somehow, in spite of the fact that they had been working on the ship every waking hour.
 
              I remember how we marched up the ramp to the airlock, striding in time to the skirling of the pipes and the throbbing of the drums. Then we were busy, except for the deadheads. The navigational, engineering and communications staff went straight to their stations. Judith and I were busy, too—we worked together, seeing that all the passengers were strapped safely in their acceleration couches. We got to our own cabin just as Sorensen's voice was coming over the intercom: "Thirty seconds to blast-off! Twenty ... Fifteen ... Ten ..."
 
              We were lifting then, and the giant hand of inertia was pressing us down into the padding. We were lifting, and I could hear, even above the roar of the rockets, the usual, disquieting noises inevitable at the beginning of any voyage, even with the most highly trained crew. There is always something insecurely fastened that will carry away from a bulkhead. There is always something in a state of unstable equilibrium that will fall. There is always at least one substandard light fitting that will shatter. There is always somebody—and it isn't always a woman—who will panic and scream.
 
              The Old Man's voice came through the speakers. Judging from the sound of it he had been having as bad a time as anybody, probably worse. He was old, and fat, and in no condition to take the strains and stresses of spaceship handling. Although, I reflected, he had shown no signs of wear and tear after we had brought the Gift Horse in. It must be, I decided, emotion. After years ashore he was once again Master of a ship in deep space.
 
              "Stand by for Free Fall," he said slowly.
 
              The rockets died.
 
              "The vessel will be proceeding under Interstellar Drive within a few minutes," said Sorensen. "Those of you who wish may proceed to the lounge. Mr. and Mrs. Chambers will explain to you what is happening and will answer any questions you care to ask."
 
              "He means that we'll try to explain and try to answer their questions," said Judith, unbuckling her straps.
 
              "I never noticed you at a loss for an answer when we were in the old Beta Virginis" I told her.
 
              "Or I you," she replied. "I remember that physicist we carried—what was his name?—told me that he had never been so entertained in all his life as he was by your explanation of the working of the Drive ..."
 
              "I remember," I said. "That ... wolf!"
 
              "You had no need to worry," she smiled. "I was known among the girls as the virgin of the Virgin Betty!"
 
              We floated out into the alleyway, pulled ourselves along the guide rails to the lounge. About two thirds of our deadhead passengers were there. The others, doubtless, were being sick. I hoped that Judith's two assistants—airlines hostesses they had been—weren't being sick themselves.
 
              There was the usual cry of wonderment as the shutters slid aside from the huge windows. We all looked out. There lay Dunsinane, a huge globe, all green and brown and blue, with the light of Macbeth, our primary, reflected brilliantly from the Polar icecaps and the summits of the high, snow covered mountains of the Malcolm Range.
 
              Beyond Dunsinane was the blackness of intergalactic space, broken only by the sparse, dim nebulosities that were other galaxies, that were island universes. I wondered from which of them Gift Horse had come. I wondered why she had come. I wondered what we would do and say when her rightful own-en confronted us and accused us of stealing their ship.
 
              "Mr. Chambers," said somebody.
 
              I turned round. It was pretty little Mrs. Mackay, the Bio-Chemist's wife. Somebody should have told her, I thought, that a wide skirt is not the ideal garment to wear during Free Fall. I was rather glad that nobody had.
 
              "Mr. Chambers," she said again, "the Captain said that you'd answer any questions we had. The Purser of the boat I came out on did tell me about the Mannschenn Drive, but I'm afraid that he wasn't very clear ..."
 
              "First of all," I said, raising my voice a little for the benefit of anybody else who might be listening, "the ship has to be pointed the right way. Sometimes this is done by cutting the reaction drive—the rockets—and swinging the ship on her gyroscopes and then cutting in the reaction drive again for a few minutes. The best, and the least wasteful way—as far as reaction mass is concerned—is to blast off at just the right time so that the ship is pointed the right way to start with. That's what the Captain did. We're pointed directly at Hamlet.
 
              "Now, the Drive itself. Everybody knows that a spinning gyroscope will precess at right angles to an applied force. It was Mannschenn who discovered the principle of what is called Temporal Precession, who induced a gyroscope to precess at right angles to the three dimensions of Space. The precession, of course, still takes place within the framework of the space-time continuum."
 
              "A sort of time machine!" she said.
 
              "No. It's not 2l Time Machine."
 
              "But the Purser of Epsilon Lyrae told me that the ship was going ahead in space and astern in time."
 
              "You can't go astern in time," I said. "Oh, I know that there have been stories written in which the Drive, either by accident or on purpose, has been used as a time machine—but you've only to think about it to see how utterly impossible it is. Once you have time travel you get involved in a mess of absolutely insoluble paradoxes. You go back and you murder your great grandfather—thus automatically cancelling yourself out. So, if you never existed, you couldn't go back in time to murder your great grandfather. But if you haven't murdered your great grandfather you do exist alter all. Do you see?"
 
              "No," said Judith, who had joined the audience. "But carry on, darling."
 
              "But he's making it all so clear, Mrs. Chambers," said Mrs. Mackay.
 
              "Is he?"
 
              "Anyhow," I said, "it takes some few minutes to warm the Drive up. You can hear the gyroscopes that are its essential guts humming now. Once the precession starts you'll see the stars—what few stars we can see from here—fade and vanish. You'll see Dunsinane vanish. Navigation will no longer be visual, but will be entirely by instruments, by the mass detectors and such. We shall see nothing further until we return to normal space-time in the neighborhood of Hamlet Then we shall come in to Elsinore on rocket drive."
 
              "Normal space-time?" asked Mrs. Mackay. "But you said that the so-called Temporal Precession took place within the framework of the space-time continuum."
 
              I noted with relief that the humming of the Drive had risen to an almost supersonic whine.
 
              "What I meant was," I said, speaking with deliberate slowness, "was ..."
 
              "Stand by for Interstellar Drive!" barked Sorensen's voice from the bulkhead speaker. "Stand by for Interstellar Drive!"
 
-
 
              HAVE YOU ever tried to swim in molasses? That's what it was like as I made my slow and painful way through alleyways and along the axial shaft to Control. There was something wrong with the Drive, something very badly wrong with the Drive, and we all knew it. Perhaps the passengers wouldn't have realized it, at first, had not Hawkins, his face white and strained and dripping with perspiration, passed through the lounge on his laborious journey to Control, had he not returned, minutes later, with a worried and scared looking Calver in tow.
 
              We got the passengers back into their cabins, Judith and I, and saw that they were securely strapped into their bunks. Then I decided to see Sorensen to ask what was wrong. We had heard nothing over the intercom, and all our attempts to get into touch with Control by its use had failed. And there was something wrong with the lights. They were burning dimly, with a feeble radiance that was so close to the infra-red that it made no appreciable difference. There was light a-plenty from the pearly glow that streamed in through the still unshuttered ports.
 
              My journey to Control seemed to take years. How long it took in actuality I don't know. There are so many different kinds of time. But I got there at last, pulled myself into the compartment through the open hatchway.
 
              Sorensen was there, strapped into his chair, staring out through the viewports at the luminous emptiness. The three ex-airmen were there, looking, in spite of their spacemen's uniforms, like fish out of water. One of them was huddled over the Mass Detector.
 
              "There's nothing!" he was crying hysterically. "There's nothing!"'
 
              "Captain Sorensen!" I said. "What's happened? What's wrong?"
 
              The old man turned his head slowly.
 
              "I wish I knew, Chambers," he said. "All I can tell you is this—but don't say anything to the passengers yet—all I can tell you is this; the Drive's taken charge."
 
              I remembered the stories and the legends of which I had made such fun when I was explaining the Drive to Mrs. Mackay—how long ago? I thought of time cycles and paradoxes. I thought of Gift Horse as a sort of Flying Dutchman of Space, with ourselves condemned to wander through and around and outside the Continuum for all eternity.
 
              "Are we headed for the Past?" I asked. "But that's impossible."
 
              "I know damn' well that it's, impossible!" he barked, with a return to his old irascibility. "It always was impossible, and it is still impossible. So we aren't doing it."
 
              "Then what are we doing?"
 
              "I ... don't ... know. Hawkins doesn't know. Calver doesn't know. All that I know is this—we should have tried to get hold of a properly qualified Mannschenn engineer. All that I know is this—we should have looked our gift horse in the mouth before riding off on her. Gift horse? She's a Trojan Horse in reverse!"
 
              Hawkins came in to Control. He looked even more frightened than when I had seen him last.
 
              "Well, Mr. Hawkins?" asked Sorensen. "Or is it not well?"
 
              "It's not, Captain. There were no faults when we blasted off—I'll swear to that. There was nothing wrong with the circuits. But the controls burned out almost immediately after we got her started—they could almost have been booby trapped. They were booby trapped. And ... and ..."
 
              "And what, Mr. Hawkins?"
 
              "I can't believe it myself, but Dr. Calver says it's so. She's running in reverse!"
 
              There was a long silence.
 
              Then! "Get hold of Higgins and Templar," the Old Man told me. "Tell them to try their damnedest to get in touch with somebody somewhere, somehow ..."
 
              But Higgins' receivers were dead, as was all his apparatus. And Templar I found unconscious and Fido, the organic psionic amplifier, was no more than a mass of corruption in its tank. I found the Doctor, and we revived -Templar. All he could tell us was that he had been hit by an overwhelming wave of age and tiredness. It had been, he said, like the entire Galaxy crying out for rest, for a surcease from labor. It had been too much for him.
 
              There was nothing now, he said. There was nothing. Nothing.
 
-
 
              LOOKING BACK, I am still surprised that not one of us thought of making a finish to it all. Perhaps some of us did think of it but, if so, the idea never got past the thinking stage. Our only salvation, I am convinced, was the women. They let us console ourselves with the thought that, no matter where—or when—we finished up we could become the Adams and Eves of a new race. Too, there was the urge to carry on to see what would happen next. I know that already detailed plans were being made to consider the ship as a closed, ecological unit capable of functioning as such for an indefinite period of time.
 
              So we kept going. Sorensen gave Calver and Hawkins strict instructions not to do anything—anything—to the Drive until they were sure what they were doing. Committees for this, that and the other were organized. An amateur theatrical society came into being, and a string quartet. The almost lost art of writing was revived. Until something happened—or until Hawkins and Calver made something happen—we were a world, even though a pitifully small one.
 
              We adjusted ourselves to the effects of the field of the Drive—after all, the human animal can adjust itself to almost anything. We lived our not unhappy lives. We saw to it that there was work for everybody. Never, in all the history of Man the Navigator, has the inside of a ship shone as did the interior of Gift Horse. We had alcohol to take the sharp edge off our doubts and fears and forebodings—Mackay saw to that. As a brewer and as a distiller he was a first class Bio-Chemist—even so, his "Gift Horse Vodka" was a boon and a blessing.
 
              We had all, I suppose, settled down quite comfortably, almost happily, when the Drive stopped. It happened without warning, at a time when Hawkins and Calver were in Control discussing matters with Sorensen and his senior officers. The sudden cessation of the high-pitched whine was as nerve shattering as an explosion would have been. It was some time before any of us thought to look out of the ports, before any of us looked at the instruments.
 
              The shining haze was gone, as though it never had been.
 
              Outside was blackness—a blackness more intense than any of us had ever known, broken—and intensified by a pitiful scattering of dim, faint stars. Outside was a feebly glowing red sun. Outside was a planet, even at this range obviously desolate, even at this range no more than a ball of ice and desert sand.
 
              The meeting broke up suddenly. Hawkins and Calver scurried out of Control, followed closely by Higgins and Templar. Judith and I remained.
 
              The intercom was working again.
 
              "Calver here," came the scientist's dry voice. "The Mannschenn Drive Unit has burned itself out. It can never be repaired."
 
              "Tell Hawkins to speak to me," said Sorensen crisply. "Mr. Hawkins—Reaction Drive stations!"
 
              "Reaction Drive stations it is, sir!"
 
              "Communications to Control. Templar here. There's something, somebody, on that planet. It's not quite alien, but..."
 
              "Radio Communications to Control. Higgins here, Captain. I'm in touch with them, whoever they are. They speak English. I'll switch you through."
 
              "Calling starship," came a flat voice. "Calling starship. Come in, please."
 
              "Starship Gift Horse here," replied the Old Man. "Sorensen, Master. Who are you? Where are we?"
 
              "Prepare for landing, Captain Sorensen. Prepare for landing. Follow the beam in."
 
              "Why the hell should we land?" exploded Sorensen.
 
              "You have nowhere else to go, Captain. You have no Interstellar Drive."
 
              "Suppose we don't want to land?"
 
              "We are quite capable of coming to fetch you in, Captain. Furthermore, we would point out that your ship was built to withstand aging stresses for a limited period only, and that, according to our calculations, only a few hours of life remain to her."
 
              "They built the ship," muttered the Old Man. "They know what they put into her ... They're not bluffing—or are they?" He shrugged his thick shoulders. "All right," he said. "All right, whoever you are. We're coming down." To us he said, "Landing Stations."
 
              I should have gone back into the accommodation with Judith to help control the passengers. But I wanted so to watch what was happening. I made myself as small and as inconspicuous as possible, and hoped that Captain Sorensen wouldn't see me and chase me out of Control.
 
              The descent was routine enough—swinging Gift Horse on her gyroscopes, braking her with brief rocket blasts. We fell rapidly at first, and abruptly the world beneath us was no longer a globe but a huge bowl into which we were falling. We heard the thin, high keening as the first molecules of atmosphere swept up and past our hull. We felt the rise in internal temperature.
 
              And then we slowed. Carefully the Old Man brought her down, carefully, carefully, riding the beam in. I looked at the screen to see what it was to which we were falling, what desolate huddle of buildings in the all-pervading desert, among the low, eroded hills. I cried aloud in amazement—we were dropping to what seemed to be the only oasis on the time-ravaged face of the planet.
 
              We touched at last, and the silence beat at our ears with the cessation of the rockets' screaming roar. We touched at last, and I got up from my seat and looked out at the pleasant landscape—the grass, the trees, the bright flowers.
 
              I looked at the beings who were coming towards us. There were three men in gleaming spacesuits, and following them were half a dozen wheeled machines. I was relieved when I saw no obvious weapons.
 
              "Send for the Purser," the Old Man was saying, "and ... Oh, you're here, Chambers."
 
              "Yes, sir," I said.
 
              "I see no reason to depart from standard practice," said Sorensen. "You will go down to the airlock to receive our visitors—they must be the Port officials."
 
              "Hadn't I better wear a space-suit, sir?"
 
              "Yes. You'd better. They're wearing spacesuits."
 
              "Captain Sorensen," said the radio. "Evacuate your ship at once, bringing with you such easily portable stores and baggage as you require. I assure you that the atmosphere is breathable and the temperature tolerable."
 
              "Put on your spacesuit," said Sorensen to me. "Go down to the airlock. Find out, if you can, why they are wearing suits."
 
              I put on my spacesuit—the same one that I had worn when we brought the Gift Horse in. I went down to the airlock. The inner door shut behind me. After a long pause, the outer door opened. The retractable ramp reached down to the ground like a long, gleaming tongue.
 
              The three spacesuited figures walked stiffly up the ramp. Before I could retreat two of them had seized me by the arms while the third one raised his gloved hands to twist my helmet. It came clear and free, and as I opened my mouth to shout I took a great, involuntary gasp of air. I realized, too late, what I had done. I decided that it didn't matter, and went on breathing.
 
              Because the men in spacesuits weren't men in spacesuits at all. They were robots in human form, beautifully and cunningly made, graceful as only finely wrought metal can be graceful, their featureless heads somehow in keeping with the slender bodies.
 
              "Welcome to Dunsinane," said one of them.
 
              I stared at him stupidly.
 
              "Welcome to Dunsinane," he said again.
 
              I began to realize, then, what had happened. I saw, dimly, that we had come a long way in a long time—or should I have said a long time in a long way? I knew that we had come full circle, but that it wasn't a circle, but a spiral.
 
              I knew that we should have looked our gift horse in the mouth.
 
-
 
              THERE IS little left to tell. All hands managed to get away from the ship before she crumbled into metallic dust, saving most of the stores and cargo and personal effects. We were taken to the charming village where we still live—we and our children. We have no cause to complain of our treatment; we are waited upon hand and foot by willing slaves such as no emperor of olden times could ever have commanded. We live quite well on the fruit and the vegetables of the oasis, and on the synthetics that the robots make for us. Now and again we allow ourselves the luxury of mutton or lamb. (It is a great pity that those fowls did not survive the take-off ...)
 
              We know, too, what it was—and is—all about. It was Templar who got into touch with the ... entity living—and I think the word "living" is justifiable—in the very heart of the planet. It is practically pure brain, says Templar, for all that it is a machine and not an organic being. Its relationship to the lesser machines on the surface is almost like that of the queen bee to the other inhabitants of the hive. Almost—because each of the lesser machines has its own intelligence, its own personality, and emotions.
 
              They were lonely, the robots. Man had gone, vanishing from the dying, expanding Universe. Man had gone—and they, built and designed to serve Man, were faced with an eternity of frustration. They were lonely, and their Queen Mother did what she could—Templar always calls her "she"—to alleviate their loneliness. The trap was set and baited—the trap that old Sorensen so aptly called "a Trojan Horse in reverse". The trap was set and baited, and we walked into it.
 
              There is no return—at least, not for us. There are too few of us, and too many of the robots, and they know too much and are too strong. Our children, or their children, may figure out a way to persuade or force the Central Intelligence to build another Gift Horse and to send her back in Time, as our Gift Horse was sent.
 
              But will they want to?
 
              Because we are no longer a poverty-stricken bunch on Dunsinane. We live better than lords ever lived. Many of our contemporaries, in our own time, would have envied us.
 
              It's just that at night when we look up to the sky, to the black sky with those pitifully few, faint stars like candles going out one by one in the windy dark, we feel so damned lonely.
 
 
 
The End
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