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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










CHAPTER ONE



The room hummed with the low murmur of power under perfect control, the faint clicking of relays as power flowed from banked photo-electric cells, a slight hiss from the refrigeration units, and a muted hum from the air conditioners. Geigers chuckled their inevitable warning, and from somewhere far below the sound of whining engines vibrated gently through the metal of walls and floor. The varied sounds mingled, lost their individuality and blended into a quiet drone. A sound that would be noticed only if it stopped.


Commander Hargreaves hoped it never would stop. While the sound continued he would be safe. All his command would be safe, and an outpost of civilisation would function as designed, but sometimes he wondered. Sometimes he woke in a sweat of fear, listening, listening, straining his ears for the reassuring murmur. He would be glad when retirement came.


Idly he let his gaze drift over the familiar room, the instrument-lined walls, the blank faces of the telescreens, the thickly shielded windows. He smiled at a man standing before one of the round ports.


“Gets you doesn’t it, Landry?”


“Yes,” said the man simply. “It does.” He turned from the window, a tall man, trimly uniformed in close-fitting black, the gleam of golden insignia showing from his wide shoulders. His hair was the same colour as his uniform and cut short as was the fashion. Grey eyes stared coldly from his stern looking face. He smiled grimly at the old commander.


“I’ve seen the sun a thousand times, and seen it closer from Mercury Station, but as you say, it still gets me.” He slipped into a proffered chair. “How long have you been here?”


“Too long.” Hargreaves cocked his head, listening intently, then smiled at the tall captain’s quizzical expression.


“I came when Mercury Station was still the nearest man-made thing to the sun. I was here when the first orbit station was launched, and I watched it as it fell into the sun. I’ve seen others launched, others fall to a flaming death, and I’m getting too old for much more of it.”


Landry smiled, noticing the thousand tiny wrinkles wreathing the old man’s eyes, the almost hairless scalp, the betraying tremor in the pudgy white hands. Once Hargreaves had been an adventurer, a man willing to laugh at impossible odds, now he was merely an old man craving a snug corner. A place where he could forget the blazing threat of a swollen sun.


He couldn’t be blamed. Men were not designed to stand the constant sight of a sun more than seven times larger than normal, nor were they intended to live on an arid cinder of a planet with over a thousand degrees difference between dayside and nightside temperatures. Mercury Station had been built on the narrow twilight belt, powered by photo-electric cells from the dayside, and cooled by the frigid gases from the nightside.


“You’ll be home soon,” he told the old man. “A little farm somewhere, a few chickens, maybe a cow. Is that what you want?”


“No. I want the cities, the feel of life around me, rain, the smell of civilisation.” Hargreaves grimaced, twisting his thick lips. “I’ll be a nightbird. Sleeping all day, and coming out when it’s dark. I’ll live in the arctic, feel the snow, and look at ice.” He sucked in his flabby cheeks. “I think I’ve forgotten what it’s like to feel cold.”


“You’ll remember,” promised Landry, “and you won’t like it.” He looked at the old commander. “Can you tell me why I’m here?”


“Don’t you know?”


“No. I understand I’m to captain an orbit station. I’ve done it before, and I’ve had experience of Solargation. Can you tell me more?”


Hargreaves looked down at his thick white fingers. “You’re in Security aren’t you?” He sounded painfully casual.


Landry laughed. “Yes, but don’t let that scare you. Security doesn’t always mean secret police. I was chosen because I have experience, knowledge of how to keep a secret, and because I’m a trusted agent of the Solar Federation.”


“Surely you have orders?”


“I have. I’m to place myself at the disposal of Professor Whitehead, using my own discretion and judgment to safeguard his life and his discoveries if any.”


“Then why not ask the professor?”


“I will, but I haven’t met him yet. I’ve only just landed and naturally you were the first person I contacted.” He smiled, a sudden warmth melting his cold features. “A man such as yourself, commander, can understand my desire to hear a practical opinion on what I have to do.”


The flattery worked. Hargreaves pursed his thick lips, nodded to himself, and looked at his companion. “You know that you are a replacement?”


“No. Am I?”


“Yes. The original man broke his leg,” Hargreaves chuckled. “Strangely enough he did it just after his interview with the professor, and knowing what I do, I can’t altogether blame him.”


“What do you know, commander?”


“Not much,” admitted the old man. “You know how these scientists are, half the time they forget that others exist, and the rest of the time they abuse us for not being as fanatical as themselves. Mercury station was built for observation purposes. It was the nearest that man had been able to get to the sun, and everyone thought it would be near enough. For a while it was, then they had to build the orbit stations.” Hargreaves snorted in disgust. “A sane man would have been satisfied with what he had. Sixty million miles nearer, and they had to try and cut it down another ten million. They lost three stations for each one they managed to get into orbit, nine ships, nine full crews. I watched them burn.”


Silence crept into the room, silence accentuated rather than diminished by the murmur that was the life-beat of the dome. Both men thought of the same thing, of helpless ships being sucked down by terrible gravity to the churning incandescence of the sun. Hargreaves shuddered.


“Sometimes I dream of those ships,” he muttered. “The hulls would go first, dripping into molten ruin. The air would get hot, reach boiling point, then the melting point of lead, then higher and higher. The crews would be dead by then of course, their blood boiled in their veins, their flesh roasted.”


“Yet they established the orbit stations,” reminded Landry. “They even managed to orbit closer to the Sun.”


“Yes,” admitted Hargreaves. “Nearer by six million miles, twenty million from the sun, but those stations proved useless for observation.”


“Naturally,” murmured Landry. “Their orbital speed was too great. To avoid being dragged into the danger area, they would have to orbit so fast that they would be past a spot before they could focus on it.” He shrugged. “That about sums it up. The nearer we go, the faster orbital speed we need, always assuming of course that we can fashion materials to withstand the radiation and heat, and that is something that just can’t be done.”


“That’s just what I told Whitehead,” Hargreaves snapped. “I’ve had too much experience not to know when I’m beaten.” His shoulders slumped. “It did no good. He had authorisation from the Solar Federation, and I had to give in.”


“What did you do?”


“Recall an orbit station. It was due for overhaul anyway. We’ve been working on it ever since. Re-burnishing the outer hull. Stripping and replacing equipment, and insulation. I tell you we’ve worked on that ship until it’s almost been rebuilt.”


“What insulation are you using?”


“The usual. Vacuum, multiple hulls, inter-hull packing, nothing new. No ports of course, only telescreen scanners. Plenty of radiation baffles, ionisation controls, and full insulation of all parts.”


Landry nodded thoughtfully. “How many hulls?”


“Five, plus a grid system that won’t stand the heat for ten seconds.”


“A grid system?” Landry frowned. “That seems new.”


“It is. Some invention of the professor’s. He’ll tell you all about it I expect, then maybe you’ll break a leg too.” He chuckled, the sound coming from deep within his quivering body.


The click of an opening door cut off his mirth. A man entered the room, an old man, with straggly white hair, a slight body, and hands like claws. He stood staring at the uniformed men for a moment, deep-set eyes burning like coals beneath bushy eyebrows, then crossed the room.


“Landry?”


“Captain Landry of the Security Branch, Solar Federation.”


Hargreaves sounded pompous as he made the introduction. “Professor Whitehead.”


“Good. You have your orders?”


“I have.” Landry looked down at the slight figure of the old professor. “I am to place myself at your disposal.”


“That is correct.” The burning eyes stared at the tall figure of the captain. “You look too young. I asked for a man with experience.”


“You have one.” Landry sat and stared coolly at the impatient figure of the professor. “I have piloted an orbit station, I also hold the dubious honour of being the only man to have passed within eighteen million miles of the sun. Does that satisfy you?”


“Eighteen million? When?”


“Five years ago. My ship was wrecked by a flash-back in the engine room. We headed for the sun out of control. By the time I had jury-rigged the ship we were well past the orbit of Mercury. The only thing I could do was to accelerate, gain orbital speed, and blast free at a tangent. The records are open to inspection.”


“I don’t doubt your word,” snapped Whitehead, “but this is a special mission. Very special. I want it understood between us now, that my orders are to be carried out to the full. Without question or protest. Understand?”


“I understand, but that doesn’t mean that I agree.” Landry stared at the old professor, his grey eyes hard and cold. “It is not my custom to obey blindly. Once we blast off I am in sole charge of the ship. There can be no divided authority.”


“There needn’t be,” snapped Whitehead. “It is essential that certain observations are conducted. I shall decide which observations and the duration of them. I shall also decide where and when. The working of the ship I leave to you, but I must insist that you meet my requirements in every way.”


“That seems fair enough,” agreed Landry. “You will of course inform your technicians that they must obey my orders in preference to your own.”


“There will be only one other technician beside myself. I understand that there will be only a minimum crew.”


Landry glanced at the old commander.


“He’s right, Landry. This is a volunteer job, you will have to manage with five men.”


“Five! Impossible! An orbit station has a normal crew of twenty.”


“We’ve fitted remote controls,” explained Hargreaves. “Five men can handle it. Anyway, five is all you’ll get.”


“Then five must do. They will be armed of course?”


“Armed? Why?”


“Because I say they will be armed,” snapped Landry.


“Ridiculous!” Whitehead almost stuttered with anger. “Unessential mass taken up with unnecessary weapons. Really this is carrying military training too far.”


“They will be armed.” Landry stared at the old professor. “There are two very good reasons for it. One, I’d rather die by a flare gun than roast in an oven. The other is that we don’t know what may happen. I’ve travelled space too long to be certain of anything, and I’ve always found that my weapons were my best friends.” He gestured impatiently. “Enough of that. There are more important matters to discuss than whether or not my men shall carry arms. When do you intend to blast?”


“As soon as possible. The Sun Spot Cycle will be at maximum within a few days. I want to be in position to observe them under favourable conditions.”


“I see.” Landry glanced at the old commander. “When will the ship be ready?”


“Tomorrow. The engineers are fitting the final mechanisms now.”


“Good.” Whitehead rubbed his claw-like hands together and chuckled. “We’ll leave as soon as the ship is ready.” He looked at Landry, a curious expression on his thin, lined features. “Are you a brave man?”


“What is bravery?” Landry paused as if seeking the answer, then shrugged. “I do not easily feel fear. Does that answer your question?”


“Perhaps, and yet I thought the other man was brave until he learned where he was going.”


“A broken leg cannot always be avoided,” snapped Hargreaves.


“Yet sometimes it could be the lesser of two evils.” Whitehead grimaced, his wasted features twisting to resemble a monkey, his burning eyes shielding sadistic mirth. “I hope that you will avoid such accidents, my fine young captain.”


“Perhaps I could, if I wished.” Landry stared at the slight figure and the burning eyes. “Where are we going?”


“Into the sun.”


“I know that, but how near?”


“A million miles.”


The door slammed shut behind him.










CHAPTER TWO



The room was just the same, the same low murmur, the same shielded window. It was as if no time had passed at all, but today was the tomorrow of yesterday. On Mercury time was strictly governed by the rotating hands of a chronometer. Without rotation there could be no alternate night and day, and so the crew of the station lived by eight hour watches.


Landry stared out of the almost opaque window. Before him the giant ball of the sun flamed in terrible splendour, a vast sea of incandescence, twisting and writhing from internal stresses. The opposite window framed eternal night, the cold black of space glittering with stars. Earth was there, and Venus. Mars and the outer planets, but on Mercury all men watched the sun.


He turned at the click of an opening door, and stood silently watching the five men who entered. They glanced at him, weighing him with shrewd eyes, then seated themselves at the central table. Hargreaves entered, puffing a little and smoothed his creased uniform. “Whitehead not here yet?”


“No, but he will come.” Landry stood against the window and stared at his crew. Young men, men who would take any risk, revel in any danger. Men who would not stop to count percentages of safety, or weigh the chances of survival. Good men.


He looked up at the click of the door. Whitehead entered, closely followed by a much younger man. Together they joined the group at the central table, Whitehead pursing his lips with angry impatience. Landry nodded at Hargreaves, then slowly crossed the room and deliberately seated himself at the head of the table.


“Let us begin,” he said abruptly. “I’ve called you all here for a final discussion. If any of you after this conference wish to withdraw from the proposed operation, you are at liberty to do so without fear of being regarded as a coward. If you decide to stay, then you must accept my discipline and orders without question.”


“Is this necessary?” Whitehead glared at the tall captain. “These men have volunteered for a special mission. Are you trying to talk them out of it before they have even started?”


“No.” Landry stared coldly at the old professor. “To operate efficiently men must know what they are doing, and what they can expect. I suggest that you now tell us what you are going to do.”


“A routine flight. We are going to take observations of the sun. You know that.”


“Yes, but last night you made a statement. You mentioned a figure, I’d like you to explain it now before us all.”


“And if I refuse?”


“The flight will take place only under my direction. I will orbit the ship at the twenty million mile area, and you may make your observations from there.”


“That would be useless. I must get nearer than that, much nearer.”


A big, blond man sitting at Landry’s left, stirred in his chair. “May I speak?”


“Certainly. Who are you?”


“Carter. Engineer.” He looked at the slight figure of the old professor. “Just how near to the sun do you hope to get?”


“One million miles.”


Silence fell. Silence heavy with thought. Glancing around the table Landry could almost read each man’s emotions, and they matched his own. Carter broke the sudden hush.


“That lets me out. With your permission, sir?” He rose from his chair, others following his example. Whitehead sprang to his feet. “Wait.”


Landry gestured to the men, and reluctantly they resumed their seats. He leaned across the table, his grey eyes staring into the old professor’s burning orbs.


“Now do you understand, professor? You would have had us blast off, told us nothing, and wondered why your orders had been refused.”


He glanced down the table at the tensed faced men. “I know that you are not a fool, professor. The Solar Federation has a high opinion of your scientific prowess, but you have much to learn in the field of human relationships. I suggest that you explain just how you intend to get within one million miles of the sun.”


“May I explain?”


Landry stared at the young technician. He was totally different from his chief, a young, swarthy, well-built man. His eyes were faintly mocking, and from time to time he gently stroked the thin black moustache he wore on his thin upper lip. He smiled at Landry.


“I have worked with the professor on his invention. He should have told you sooner, but we have had experience of the laymen’s ridicule.”


“We are hardly laymen,” said Landry drily.


“Perhaps not,” apologised the technician. “Even you will admit however, that old habits are hard to break.”


“Who are you?” Landry tried to ignore the instinctive feeling of dislike aroused by the suave young man.


“Swanson. Chief assistant to Professor Whitehead.” He smiled. “Incidentally I have quite a high regard for my skin, and yet I know that we can do just as the professor claims.”


“How?”


“Ordinary materials are of course useless so near the Solar Orb. No alloy or metal known could withstand the heat, even if it could block the radiation. No engines could ever be designed to combat the gravity drag. With normal materials the whole project would be suicide.”


“At least we agree on one point,” snapped Landry. “Continue.”


“The professor has invented a shield of force. I won’t go into the mathematical equations, they are far too complex, but the results are more than we dared hope.”


“A force shield?” Landry glanced at the professor and felt excitement stirring deep within him. “What does it do?”


“Provides a total barrier against all radiation.” Swanson smiled and caressed his thin moustache. “When I say all radiation, I mean that literally. So literally that even the force of gravitation is shielded. The screen is an absolute barrier.”


“I see, but if the screen is total, how can observations be carried out?”


“I can answer that.” Whitehead nodded to his assistant and leaned eagerly across the table. “Just how the force screen works is still something I have to discover. I can create it—I know what it can do—but just how it works belongs to the realm of theory. I discovered it by accident, an electronic sub-space condition of stress. The field is globular. Laboratory experiments proved surprisingly difficult.”


“Difficult? How do you mean?”


“I built a field generator, connected the power and created the field. Immediately it collapsed, the screen had severed the power cables. I built a self-contained unit incorporating a time switch. The screen snapped on, and the entire unit vanished.”


“Vanished?” Landry bit his lower lip. “But …?”


“I built another, this time incorporating an interrupter switch,” Whitehead continued hastily. “The field was activated for one hundredth of a second intervals.”


“Did that work as you hoped?”


“Yes. The unit moved of course, the screen cut off gravity and the rotation of the Earth moved us away from the machine, but it worked just as I’d foreseen.”


“So you intend building a large generator in an orbit station?”


“I have built,” corrected the old professor. “The ship is ready to blast whenever you decide.”


“I see.” Landry frowned down at the smooth plastic of the table. “I have been told that the screen is generated via an external grid. The solar heat will melt that grid and render it useless. Won’t that affect the force screen?”


“No. The grid isn’t essential, I’ve used it because creating the field via a grid uses far less power than creating it directly from the hull. Once created, the field is almost self-continuing.”


Silence fell, each man busy with his thoughts. Desire for adventure struggled against a deep-rooted fear of a horrible death. Trust in science against the immensity of the sun. A thin faced man at the end of the table cleared his throat nervously. Landry glanced at him.


“Yes?”


“Has this force screen been tested against high gravity?”


“We have tested it on Earth.”


“Nothing larger? Jupiter?”


“No,” admitted Whitehead reluctantly. “The screen works though, gravity makes no difference, and neither does strong radiation.”


“I see.” The young man rose to his feet. “I wish to withdraw, the sun is too large for untested inventions.”


Landry nodded, and silently they watched the man leave the room. Carter cleared his throat, looking down at his big hands.


“Yes?”


“Why must we test the screen against the sun? I can understand using it eventually, but why now?”


“A good point.” Landry glanced at the trembling figure of the old professor. “Why this sudden urgency? Surely the screen could have been tested on Jupiter first? I cannot blame the man who withdrew. He used logic. Must we use it now?”
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