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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


No Sanctuary


THE sensation of nausea passed quickly. The rocket was decelerating rapidly now, cutting down from the deep blackness of space, lowering its tremendous weight towards the surface of the moon, ten miles below. Strapped as he was into the inclined seat, Andrew Norvis could still make out something of the scene outside the rocket.


Blackness and stars, a sense of terrible depth and remoteness, made his eyes ache so that he kept blinking them, as if sweat were continually running into them. The pattern of stars did not move. Norvis did not expect it to. There was still no sense of movement, neither up nor down, left to right, back or forth. Even the deceleration was nothing more than a pain in his chest and a rising nausea in his stomach that brought with it a touch of dizziness, that told him that the rocket and all it contained, including himself, was rushing downward through the great emptiness above the moon.


The unchanging face of the moon, they had called it on Earth twenty or thirty years earlier. In a way, he reflected, they had been right. He remembered standing at the foot of Mount Palomar less than three days before, staring up at it. It had certainly looked no different then than it had for the past ten million years or so.


But when he had driven up to the Observatory that night, even the smaller finder telescope of the huge reflector had been sufficient to show him the tiny, discrete dots on the edge of the Mare Imbrium which were indicative of the tremendous changes which had taken place over the past ten years. Those dots and blotches were the domed Lunar Stations and Observatories which had been set up on the moon, where telescopes far smaller than the two hundred-inch reflector of Palomar were probing further into the depths of space, unlocking the secrets of the universe, simply because there was no atmosphere there to absorb the light from the more distant stars and galaxies.


This was only the second time he had been to the moon, his second trip into space. Under ordinary circumstances he might have felt a little lost, a little afraid, at the prospect of setting foot in that alien environment again. His place was on Earth, in normal surroundings. The moon was a world of black and white, a starkly terrifying world of light and shadow, with enormous temperature changes from day to night, pock-marked rock and dust, and the rearing crater walls that lifted tall and forbidding on the close horizons. On the moon, he would be close on a quarter of a million miles from everything he held dear and that was a sizeable distance, even for an astronomer, when it was boiled down to a hard, concrete fact.


Under normal circumstances, all of this would be so.


But not at the moment. Right now, Norvis was in a poor mood to appreciate any of these things, to think of anything but the stark fact which had brought him out here to the Observatory on the moon. He tried to marshal the thoughts in his mind, but he was still a little tensed, a little confused. Strange, he thought as he lay there, listening to the thunderous waterfall of sound that was the retarding rockets, that an astronomer, who was used to dealing with these extramundane problems, should feel so tensed and nervous.


He put the thought of what lay ahead out of his mind with an almost angry shake of his head. Already, he was keenly regretting his impulse to accept the offer of facilities here. En route from Earth to the moon, he had studied the reports which had been given to him, until he knew them all almost by heart. To the layman, they would have been virtually incomprehensible; even to more than a handful of astronomers, they would have made little sense, in that the overall picture behind the pages of symbols and abstruse mathematics would not have been readily discernible.


As far as he was concerned, the picture was only too clear. But it needed the verification, the observational proof, which only the telescope on the moon could give. He smiled wryly to himself as he lay there with the thunder of the rockets dying very slowly as they approached the surface. When it came down to hard, basic facts, he had not really had any choice about coming here.


A voice broke in upon his thoughts. Although it sounded close against his ear, he knew that it had been spoken by one of the men in the control section, seventy feet from where he lay, amidships. The tiny amplifier built into the seat was sufficiently powerful for him to make out the words with ease, even above the boisterous noise of the rockets.


“You all right, Andy?” Harlan’s voice. He recognised it instantly. Harlan the pilot. As concerned as ever of his passenger’s welfare.


“Fine, thanks. I’ll be glad when it’s over. I suppose you get used to it in time.”


“We’ll be landing in a little under five minutes. This is the worst part of the journey. Have you made the moon trip before?”


“Once.” Norvis felt first confused, and then a little anxious. Surely these irrelevancies must be hiding something—and besides, how could Harlan keep up this trivial conversation when he was supposed to be giving the whole of his attention to the tricky business of landing the rocket? He had a momentary vision of something going wrong, of some extremely slight mistake on the other’s part, resulting in them pitching the rest of the way on to that cruel, alien surface. His throat felt a little constricted as the thought passed through his mind.


Then Harlan said: “You’ll find that things have changed a lot since you were last on the moon, Andy. They’ve been building fast in the past three years. Extending the old lunar base and putting up the new Observatory domes. That’s where you’ll be heading once you land, I suppose.”


“That’s right. I have a full programme of work to carry through before we head back to Earth in five weeks time.” He deliberately held all triumph out of his voice. “At Palomar, I never thought they would send me out here. Only a few astronomers have ever been asked to visit the Lunar Observatory.”


“Reckon they must consider you to be in the top flight, Andy.” A tight laugh from the amplifier. “Can’t say I envy you, though. Even flying one of these things can get pretty boring after a little while.”


Norvis licked his lips. “Speaking of flying these things, who’s supposed to be landing this rocket?”


“All completely automatic. We’ve gone past the stage when it needed a man at the controls. Electronic servo-mechanism handles everything now. It’s taken some of the interest out of the job, but in the long run, it’s safer, I guess.”


Norvis nodded to himself. He ought to have known. That was the trouble with being an astronomer, tucked away in the small community at the foot of Mount Palomar, spending most of his working day in the observatory. He knew a great deal of the universe, the distant stars, galaxies, space and time. He knew so very little of what went on among ordinary people, on Earth or the moon.


Second by second, the view of the small visiplate set above his reclining couch expanded. The spuming jets of the landing rockets, for by now they had switched to the chemical drive, marred most of the picture, but he could see enough of it to make a rough estimate of their height above the surface. Three miles now, perhaps two. The rearing walls of the huge crater which lay a little off-centre threw long, irregular shadows across the crater floor. In the middle he could make out the sky-climbing spike of the central peak. But this particular crater was not their destination. They would be landing on the smooth surface of the maria, perhaps a quarter of a mile from the Lunar Base.


He found himself holding his breath as the picture on the ’plate flowed outwards more swiftly now. The rocket seemed to be gathering momentum as it plunged downwards, but it was only an illusion, due to shifting perspective. Still, it was disturbing and, in the end, he simply lay back and closed his eyes, tensing his body for the crash which seemed inevitable.


When it came, it was nowhere near as bad as he had expected. There was a sudden jar which shook every bone in his body, but the built-in springs of the seat absorbed almost all of the jarring force of the impact and after a few moments he had recovered sufficiently to knock away the restraining strap around his middle.


There was a one-way visiplate connection between the control cabin and the passenger compartment and Harlan must have been keeping a close watch on him for a second later his voice said tightly: “Careful how you get up, Andy. Remember that gravity is only a sixth Earth-normal here. You’ll find the suits in the locker on the inner wall. When you’re dressed, I’ll take you through.”


He nodded silently, slid his legs cautiously to the metal floor and stood up shakily, holding on to the edge of the couch for moral, if not actual physical, support. He felt unaccountably light on his feet, but that was the only difference he noticed. After a brief pause, he went over to the lockers, opened one and pulled out the flexerite suit, slipping in on, clipping it around his wrists and ankles.


Harlan and Ferris, the navigator, came into the cabin a few moments later, wearing their suits. They nodded in approval and Harlan motioned him to put on his helmet.


Three minutes later they were outside the airlock, descending the steel-runged ladder to the ground. In spite of the refrigeration of his suit, Norvis felt uncomfortably warm and was acutely aware of the blazing disc of the sun, high in the inky blackness of the heavens, and the heat from the ground, soaking through the soles of his boots as he stood, waiting for the others.


Seven years since he had last stood on the moon, he thought inwardly; seven years, but now, looking back on it, it seemed like an eternity. The unaccustomed blackness of the sky, the starkness of light and shadow, the alien surroundings, the complete absence of sound, everything, struck him as forcibly as if it were the very first time. He shivered for a moment, fought desperately to control the impulse to clamber back into the ship. Gradually, he was aware that the others were waiting for him. He could see Harlan eyeing him curiously through his helmet visor.


“You feeling all right?” The other’s voice grated harshly in the earphones inside the helmet.


He nodded his head, realised with a little shock that the other might not be able to see the gesture, and said through thinned lips: “I’ll be all right in a minute. I’d forgotten what it was really like,” he added lamely.


The quarter of a mile to the cluster of bubbles which marked the position of the Lunar Base was covered within minutes. With the low gravity, every stride carried them the best part of twelve feet and the ground was hard where the tractors and robotrucks had levelled it, pounded down the three-inch deep dust into a solid mass. On the far side of the Lunar Base, some three or four miles beyond, the slender noses of interplanetary vessels pointed towards the black, star-studded sky. There weren’t many such vessels on the moon as yet, although it was the main jumping-off point for the Solar System. With a low gravity, no air resistance to worry about, and the low thrust necessary, it was only logical that any interplanetary flights started from the moon and any traffic with Earth was carried on by the lumbering freighters and the chemically powered passenger vessels.


There had been some talk of faster-than-light ships, vessels which made it possible to reach out beyond the confines of the Solar System, to travel to the stars, but nothing seemed to have come of them Once we have interstellar travel, he thought inwardly, and we’re no longer bound by the Einstein equation, when we can go out to the nearest stars and return in our own lifetimes, then astronomy will cease to be the science it is. For the first time men will be able to go there and obtain information first-hand, instead of relying on the light and radio radiation emitted by those distant suns.


And then he thought of the reason for his visit here.


It would require all of the five weeks which he had at his disposal, all of the tremendous resources of the Lunar Observatory to answer the problem one way or the other; and if it should turn out to be the answer he half suspected, then it might be possible that no one would ever get out to the stars, that no one would ever live to leave the confining limits of the planetary system.


Had they been wrong in their basic deductions, was this some new law whose existence they had not even suspected, or did it truly mean the end of Earth, the end of mankind and all of the Solar planets?


He shook his head inside the helmet and stared out of the transparent visor at the hemispherical bubbles which dotted the lunar landscape. They looked very pretty in the harsh sunlight; very imposing. And yet, very bleak. He pitied those men who were forced to remain here for years at a time. Worse than a prison, a place of strange and lonely men—and women too. The wives of the technicians and scientists were allowed to accompany their menfolk to the Base and remain here until their terms of duty were over.


“You’ll be going straight through to the Observatory Building without bothering with the Quarantine and Customs,” said Harlan, as they approached the tallest bubble, set a little apart from the others. “You’re getting special treatment. For that you ought to be thankful. They can make things awkward for casual visitors, or passengers in transit to and from the planets. There are still plenty of diseases out there that they haven’t managed to lick yet on Earth. They can’t afford to take the risk of letting a single virus or bacterium through that hasn’t been checked. The usual quarantine period is three months—Earth-time—unless you have some pull with the Medical Commission.


Norvis uttered a low grunt. It made sense, of course. He threw a swift glance upwards at the stars which hung like needle points of fire over the gigantic bubbles. What lay up there, he wondered, waiting for mankind to go out, waiting to attack, perhaps. If he ever went to any of the stars, it would be the little things that would worry him the most. The hand weapons which they had developed now could take care of most of the animals that they might find, but you couldn’t shoot a bacterium with one of those and by the time you knew it was there, it might be too late to do anything about it.


A quarter of an hour later he stood inside the main entrance of the Observatory dome. Only one man faced him. At first, Norvis could see him only blurrily for there was still a faint green haze hovering in front of his aching eyes.


The man said. “I’m Doctor Hubbard. I imagine that you are Professor Norvis.”


The other nodded and said: “Weston will have told you why I’m here, I presume.”


“The call came through six hours ago. It sounds a formidable programme they’ve laid on for you. I suppose it would be useless for me to ask the reasons behind it?”


Norvis was instantly grave. “Not really. Unfortunately, I can tell you very little about it myself—at the moment. If we’re wrong—and I hope to God that we are—then you’ll know everything, but if we’re right and everything checks out with this telescope as it did with the Palomar instrument, then I’ll have to check with Weston before I can say anything.”


“You’re making it sound very mysterious.” Hubbard had turned and was leading the way into the interior of the building along a narrow corridor, all of the doors set in the walls being closed. There was a faint, continuous humming in the air which Norvis had noticed instantly after the complete silence outside.


As they walked, he eyed the other out of the corner of his vision. Hubbard was a short, gross man, the beads of perspiration on the top of his balding head gleaming under the overhead lights. His body was bulgingly, palpably fat.


“I think you’ll find that the staff here will be only too pleased to co-operate with you in every way, Professor,” went on the other smoothly. “We’ve heard of your work on stellar evolution, of course. You’ve obtained some marvellous results during the past five years.”


Norvis smiled. “Thank you, Doctor Hubbard. But even we on Earth have to come to you for help sometimes. Down there, we’re hampered by the atmosphere itself. Normally, it makes only a negligible difference to the results we obtain. But now, with this particular project, even that difference can be of tremendous importance.”


“I understand Senator Weston said that you would wish to begin your work right away. Am I to understand that this means this very minute? After all, you’ve only just arrived and——”


Norvis made a quick gesture with his right hand. Now that he had divested himself of the cumbersome weight of the suit, he felt more at home, more at ease. If he didn’t look up, through the semi-transparency of the roof, where it was visible in places, where the blackness of space just showed, it was easy to imagine himself back on Earth, inside the Observatory on the top of Palomar Mountain.


“The sooner I get to work, the sooner we have the answer to the question that’s been dropped into our lap,” he said tersely. He narrowed his eyes and there was a steely glitter in them. “I trust that you have a competent assistant on your staff you can assign to me—preferably someone who has a fundamental knowledge of spectroscopy.”


“I can let you have Doctor Vorov, one of our best——”


“That’s fine,” interrupted the other quickly. He waited as the other paused outside the door at the end of the narrow corridor. It slid aside a few seconds later, and they stepped through into the observatory.


The main telescope was large, nothing like the two-hundred-inch giant at Palomar, of course, but here such size was not needed. He guessed that the mirror had a diameter of perhaps fifty or sixty inches, the open tube held delicately on its equatorial mounting. The ancillary equipment gleamed in the pale light which shone down from the dome and, on one side, there was a long bank of equipment, evidently a computer. Everything was ultra-modern, which was not surprising considering that the observatory had been erected there less than eight years earlier.


At first glance, Norvis had thought that the big room was empty, but a sudden movement at the corner of his vision caught his eye and he turned sharply. He found himself staring at the person who walked slowly towards them. It was not that Norvis had never known of a woman being an astronomer. There were many back on Earth, some of them his own colleagues. But he had never even considered the possibility that there would be one here. He felt a sudden suspicion stirring in his mind, a suspicion that hardened into sudden reality as Hubbard said quietly: “This is Doctor Rusha Vorov, Professor. She has been assigned to be your assistant while you’re here.”


“But there must be some——”


“Some mistake, Professor Norvis.” Her voice held the faintest trace of an accent, “You did not expect to find a woman working here?”


He hesitated and stammered a little, angry at himself for his own embarrassment and angry at Hubbard for not telling him that Doctor Vorov was a woman. He guessed that the other had deliberately omitted to tell him, watching him for any reaction once he found out. With an effort, he pulled himself together.


“I’m sorry if I seemed rude just then,” he said, smiling faintly. “You’re quite right, of course. I hadn’t expected to find a woman here.”


“You’re going to say that the moon isn’t the place for a woman, unless she’s married to one of the technicians or scientists.”


For a moment, he thought he detected the faintest trace of a smile on her full lips, but it was gone quickly, and he couldn’t be sure.


“Not exactly.”


“But you were thinking of it.” Now she really was smiling. “But you don’t have to apologise, Professor. Everyone thinks that when they first meet me. I’m quite used to it. Perhaps, because I’m Russian, it means less to me than to other people. I don’t know. But I’ve been here for almost three years now and I wouldn’t change my job with anyone back on Earth.”


While she had been talking, Hubbard had wandered over to the computer and was watching the banks of lights that flickered in apparently meaningless patterns over the indicator panels. A little of Norvis’s discomfort was beginning to wear off. He did not doubt the other’s ability to carry out her particular task at the observatory. But, at least, Weston ought to have told him. He remembered the enormity of the problem that faced him and wondered vaguely whether Doctor Vorov was the right person for the job.


He grew aware that she had paused in front of the guiding mechanism of the telescope and was speaking again, so softly that he doubted if Hubbard could hear her.


“As I understand it from the reports which came in from Earth, you’re particularly interested in photographing the spectrum of an extremely faint star in Scorpio. Is there any reason why you chose this particular star? To be quite honest, I can see no reason for it at all. Why this one, in particular?”


“You know this particular star?” He looked at her in momentary surprise.


“I’ve checked it on the star charts. It looks no different from millions of others, all in the same region.”


Andrew forced a smile to his face. “There’s a very important reason. You’ve heard of Denster, I presume?”


She shot him a quick glance. “Who hasn’t? But isn’t he a theoretical astrophysicist? Where does he fit in?”


Before the other could speak, Hubbard came strolling over. The perspiration was still beading his face and he mopped at it with a large handkerchief. “This is one of the great inconveniences of this place,” he said huskily. “Either the atmosphere in the domes is too hot or too cold. Something to do with the heating systems they’ve installed. They spent millions upon millions of dollars building these places, and fitting them out with the latest and most expensive instruments available, and they still don’t seem to have devised a heating system which can keep a uniform temperature inside the domes.”


“Perhaps they’ll get around to that some day,” suggested the other quietly. He wasn’t sure of Hubbard. A good enough scientist, in his own right, but he was a planetary man, one who dealt with the nearer bodies in space. He held this position of importance for two reasons. His theoretical papers on the conditions prevailing on the surfaces of the planets had been amply verified by the various expeditions, almost without exception; and more important still, he was a close, personal friend of Senator Weston’s, the man who had the ultimate responsibility for picking the various astronomers to work here.


“You’re satisfied with the choice of assistant, I gather?” Hubbard looked at him closely from narrowed eyes, which seemed to be set a little too close together in the bulging folds of his features.


He opened his mouth to answer the other, but Rusha Vorov interposed quickly: “I’m quite sure that Professor Norvis and I will work well together as a team.” She turned to him and there was something in her dark eyes that he could not quite analyse. “I’m ready to begin now, Professor, if you are.”


He nodded. For the first time, he was aware of the silence outside the huge dome, of the utter blackness that looked straight out into the vast deeps of space. Millions of suns flaring out there, he thought reflectively, possibly countless planets whirling around them, sucking the life-giving warmth from them, even spawning life and knowledge. But if he was right, if the work he did here proved him to be right, then mankind would never have a chance to know anything about that life out there, for mankind would no longer exist. He wondered, in a strangely quiet way, what the woman’s reactions would be when he told her of the real reason behind his work. He had already made up his mind that he would not tell Hubbard until it was absolutely necessary, certainly not until he knew himself, one way or the other.


“If you’ll excuse us, Doctor Hubbard, we’ll get to work right away.” His tone left no doubt that he did not want the other there while he worked.


If Hubbard felt any anger at the pointed remark, he gave no outward sign. A smile creased the smooth face and he nodded his head once or twice. “I understand, Professor. I have my own work to do, anyway. But should there be anything you need, please don’t hesitate to ask for it. Everything we have here is at your disposal for the next five weeks.”


“I’m very grateful. There seems to be everything that I could possibly need.”


“Then I’ll leave you to begin your work.” The other turned and waddled out of the room, the door sliding shut behind him.


Norvis stood quite still for several seconds. For an instant, his body felt cold and a little shiver passed through him. Then he pulled himself together and looked across at Rusha Vorov. The computer in the background made grumbling, humming noises as it chewed over the problem which Hubbard had punched into it a few moments earlier.
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