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The Prometheus was orbiting in the region of Alpha in Aquar-
ius and I tried in vain to orient myself; a glittering dust filled
my porthole. I could not recognize a single constellation; in
this region of the galaxy the sky was unfamiliar to me. I
waited for the moment when I would pass near the first
distinct star, but I was unable to isolate any one of them.
Their brightness was fading; they receded, merging into a

vague, purplish glimmer, the sole indication of the distance I
had already travelled. My body rigid, sealed in its pneumatic
envelope, I was knifing through space with the impression of
standing still in the void, my only distraction the steadily
mounting heat.

Suddenly, there was a shrill, grating sound, like a steel

blade being drawn across a sheet of wet glass. This was it,
the descent. If I had not seen the figures racing across the
dial, I would not have noticed the change in direction. The
stars having vanished long since, my gaze was swallowed
up on the pale reddish glow of infinity. I could hear my heart
thudding heavily. I could feel the coolness from the air-
conditioning on my neck, although my face seemed to be on
fire. I regretted not having caught a glimpse of the Prometh-

eus,but the ship must have been out of sight by the time the
automatic controls had raised the shutter of my porthole.

The capsule was shaken by a sudden jolt, then another.

The whole vehicle began to vibrate. Filtered through the
insulating layers of the outer skins, penetrating my pneu-
matic cocoon, the vibration reached me, and ran through my
entire body. The image of the dial shivered and multiplied,
and its phosphorescence spread out in all directions. I felt no
fear. I had not undertaken this long voyage only to overshoot
my target!

I called into the microphone:
'Station Solaris! Station Solaris! Station Solaris! I think I am

leaving the flight-path, correct my course! Station Solaris,
this is the Prometheus capsule. Over.'

I had missed the precious moment when the planet first
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pendulum while the planet, its surface wrinkled with
purplish-blue and black furrows, rose up in front of me like a
wall. As my head began to spin, I caught sight of a tiny
pattem of green and white dots; it was the station's
positioning-marker. Something detached itself with a snap
from the cone of the capsule; with a fierce jerk, the long
parachute collar released its hoops, and the noise which fol-
lowed reminded me irresistibly of Earth: for the first time
after so many months, the moaning of the wind.

Everything went quickly after this. So far, I'had known
that I must be falling; now I could see it for myself. The green
and white chequer-board grew rapidly larger and I could see

that it was painted on an elongated silvery body, shaped like
a whale, its flanks bristling with radar antennae. This metal
colossus, which was pierced with several rows of shadowy
apertures, was not resting on the planet itself but suspended
above it, casting upon the inky surface beneath an ellipsoidal
shadow of even deeper blackness. I could make out the slate-
coloured ripples of the ocean, stirring with a faint motion.
Suddenly, the clouds rose to a great height, rimmed with a

blinding crimson glare; the lurid sky became grey, distant
and flaf everything was blotted out; I was falling in a spin.

A sharp jolt, and the capsule righted itself. Through the
porthole, I could see the ocean once more, the waves like
crests of glittering quicksilver. The hoops of the parachute,
their cords snapped, flapped furiously over the waves, car-
ried on the wind. The capsule gently descended, swaying
with a peculiar slow-motion rhythm imposed on it by the
artificial magnetic field; there was just time to glimpse the
launching pads and the parabolic reflectors of two radio-
telescopes on top of their pierced steel towers.

With the clang of steel rebounding against steel, the cap-
sule came to a stop. A hatch opened, and r,rrith a long, harsh
sigh, the metal shell which imprisoned me reached the end
of its voyage.

I heard the mechanical voice from the control centre:
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gallery, on the threshold of a dome. Here there was an even
greater disorder. A pool of oily liquid spread out from
beneath a pile of oil-drums; a nauseating smell hung in the
air; footprints, in a series of glutinous smears, went off in all
directions. The oil-drums were covered with a tangle of tick-
ertape, tom paper and other waste.

Another Breen arrow directed me to the central door.
Behind this stretched a narrow corridor, hardly wide enough
for two men to walk side by side, lit by slabs of glass let into
the ceiling. Then another door, painted in green and white
squares, which was ajar; I went in.

The cabin had concave walls and a big panoramic win-
dow, which a glowing mist had tinged with purple. Outside
the murky waves slid silently past. Open cupboards lined
the walls, filled with instruments, books, dirty glasses, vac-
uum flasks - all covered with dust. Five or six small trolleys
and some collapsible chairs cluttered up the stained floor.
One chair alone was inflated, its back raised. In this armchair
there was a little thin man, his face bumt by the sun, the skin
on his nose and cheeks coming away in large flakes. I recog-
nized him as Snow, a cybernetics expert and Gibarian's dep-
uly. In his time he had published articles of great originality
in the Solarist Annual.It so happened that I had never had
the opportunity of meeting him. He was wearing a mesh
shirt which allowed the grey hairs of his sunken chest to
poke through here and there, and canvas trousers with a

great many pockets, mechanic's trousers, which had once
been white but now were stained at the knees and covered
with holes from chemical burns. He was holding one of
those pear-shaped plastic flasks which are used in space-
ships not equipped with internal gravitational systems.
Snow's eyes widened in amazement as he looked up and
saw me. The flask dropped from his fingers and bounced
several times, spilling a few drops of transparent liquid.
Blood drained from his face. I was too astonished to speak,
and this dumbshow continued for so long that Snow's terror

gradually communicated itself to me. I took a stHe cringed in Ils chair.,Snow?,

Obviously he was
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'That's enough! How could I know where he is since I've
only just arrived? Snow! What's going on here?'

His jaw dropped. Once again he caught his breath and his
eyes gleamed with a different light. He seized the arms of his
chair with both hands and stood up with difficulty. His
knees were trembling.

'What? You've just arrived . . . \rVhere have you come
from?'he asked, alrnost sober.

'From Earth!'I retorted angrily. 'Maybe you've heard of it?
Not that anyone would ever guess it.'

'From Earth? Good God! Then you must be Kelvin.'
'Of course. Why are you looking at me like that? What's so

startling about me?'
He blinked rapidly.
'Nothing,' he said, wiping his forehead,'nothing. Forgive

me, Kelvin, it's nothing, I assure you. I was simply surprised,
I didn't expect to see you.'

'What do you mean, you didn't expect to see me? You
were notified months ago, and Moddard radioed only today
from the Prometheus.'

'Yes; yes, indeed. Only, you see, we're a bit disorganized at
the moment.'

'So I see,'I answered dryly.
Snow walked around me, inspecting my atmosphere suit,

which was standard issue with the usual harness of wires
and cables attached to the chest. He coughed, and rubbed his
bony nose:

'Perhaps you would like a bath? It would do you good. It's
the blue door, on the other side.'

'Thanks - I know the Station layout.'
'You mustbe hungqr.'
'No. Where's Gibarian?'
Without answering, he went over to the window From

behind he looked considerably older. His close-cropped hair
was Brey, and deep wrinkles creased his sunburnt neck.

The wave-crests glinted through the window, the colossal
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