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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.


      






1


Heredity


On that epic day when man first touched the moon, we–my brother Tom and I–lay on the floor of our two-room flat over our father’s shop in Newark, drinking in the drama of it through our old black-and-white TV.


“One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind. …”


Those electric words of Armstrong’s still shiver in my memory. The worn brown carpet smelled of our father’s strong Turkish tobacco and our mother’s lavender body powder, and those stale scents are still mingled in my mind with the unforgettable throb of wild pride that caught my throat when his searching boot found the moon.


“Now they’ve got themselves the gelt.” Tom’s raw envy nearly spoiled the moment for me. “And here I am, still stuck in Hotzenplotz!”


The history of the moon children begins with that instant, even though they weren’t even born for many years. I wish chance had selected a better historian, because their story seems too big for me to tell. Looking at the task, I think of Swift’s Gulliver.


Gulliver has always been my favorite literary character. I never understood all the higher criticism of Swift as a theological satirist, but I always felt close to Gulliver–a very plain, ordinary human being, reasonable and honest, involved through no fault of his own in affairs that were too much for him.


The lives of the moon children are a vaster adventure than anything Swift invented for Gulliver, and telling it well calls for more style and wit than I possess. Perhaps my brother Tom should have been the narrator. He was involved as deeply as I, and he had humor and imagination. I recall our father saying that he was the natural poet of the family, and I was only the schlemiel.


“Please, Gamal!” Mother came plaintively to my defense. “You’re hurting Kim and teaching Tom too many of your own slick tricks. Better a schlemiel than a gonef!”


“Your own son a thief already? Hoo-ha!”


He gave her a black-eyed blink of wounded innocence and told a Yiddish joke that I didn’t understand, though Tom snickered knowingly. Mother stared back indignantly, and suddenly decided to send me down to the delicatessen to buy boiled ham hocks for our dinner. Father snarled bitterly at that, but she said ham hocks were cheap.


In spite of such bickering, Tom knew how to make up with me. We were generally friends. After the moon landing, when we knew the Eagle was safe in space again, I remember how we stood up and shook hands and resolved to be astronauts.


“What chance have you got?” With a weary sigh, Mother looked up sadly from the potatoes she was peeling. “Gamal Hodian’s kids?”


“What’s wrong with Pop?” Tom stared at her. “He outsmarts everybody. Anyhow, like the TV says, things will be different now. Kim can be your pet schlemiel if he wants, but me, I’m grabbing my share of the planets.”


“Don’t call Kim that–”


“Pop does.” Tom reminded her. “Me, I don’t care what he is. I’m on my way to the moon.”


“Better finish high school first.”


“Better help your little yekl blow his nose.” Tom smirked at me. “I’ll do okay. Pop says I’ll be another macher, just as good as him.”


White-lipped, Mother bent over her potatoes again. My eyes blurred with pity for us both. She was a big, raw-boned blonde. She must have been a striking girl, though her wedding pictures show her already worn and fading when she married.


Once she caught Tom and me rummaging through a lavender-scented black-lacquer box of old photographs and trinkets he had found in her dresser. Her pictures looked lovely to me, but he was snickering at her “cow-sized tits.” She slapped him and snatched the box away, but later she let me see her souvenirs and told how she had run away from an unhappy home in the Arkansas hills, hoping to break into show business.


She couldn’t help sobbing when she talked about it. She said her voice had been too thin and her bones too big. She tried the Nashville “Grand Old Opry” and tried Hollywood and tried New York, but her luck never broke. She was a waitress in a third-rate bar when she met Gamal Hodian.


Hodian must have been an alias, but I never knew my father’s original name. He was a dark, stocky, evasive man, who spoke several languages badly, English worst of all. He was secretive about everything. Mother thought he was an Egyptian native. Tom believed he was Jewish. I once heard a business associate call him “a sneaking Armenian thief.” He used to say himself that he had no country. His passport was Turkish, but probably forged.


He had wanted to name my brother Tamar and me Kemal, but Mother had him call us Tom and Kim. The Hodian name must have been assumed when he began visiting the United States, soon after World War II and long before he met my mother. He called himself an importer, and we always lived in some low-rent section, over or behind a grimy little shop that was sparsely stocked with the cheap perfumes and tarnished brassware and tattered scraps of carpet that he had imported.


There were other imports, I think, that I never learned much about. Strange customers always made him nervous, and he was away most of the time on what Mother called buying trips. One of those lasted nearly three years. Mother told us he was ill in Ankara, but Tom snorted that he was somewhere in jail.


The year I entered high school, he disappeared. He had always hated Sicilians, and Mother insisted that the Mafia had murdered him. Long after, however, I found among her things a little packet of scented letters mailed in Marseilles to “M. Hobereau” at a Staten Island post office box. In a very feminine French hand, they begged him to come back to his cherie and their petit enfant. Perhaps he did.


Though he had never been a bountiful provider, times grew even harder for us then. Mother closed out the shop and began to look for a job. Some of my father’s old friends put her on an uncertain dole, I think to keep her from telling what she knew about them.


Once one of them took me into a bar to talk about my future. A dark, watchful, jumpy little man who stank of garlic and cheap wine, he whispered questions and blinked in unbelief at all I didn’t know about my father’s connections. Mother must have been begging him to offer me some kind of job, but finally he stalked indignantly out and left me to pay for the drinks.


Mother stumbled or jumped in front of a truck, the spring I finished high school. Two fat sisters and a Baptist preacher-brother came from Little Rock for the funeral. I had cleared the empty gin bottles out of the flat, and I didn’t tell them about the needle marks the coroner had found on her arms.


Tom was already on his way toward the moon by then. Older than I, stronger and darker and smarter, more like our father, he always had a keener eye for the main chance. He weeded the Yiddish expressions out of his speech and earned a college scholarship to major in space science.


I did worse. With no head for math, I got no scholarships. Mother’s insurance came to six thousand dollars when all the bills were paid. I went to Las Vegas with my share, to try my luck. It was bad. The money lasted three nights.


My actual education began with that disaster. Sometimes I was hungry. The police picked me up two or three times before I learned I hadn’t inherited my father’s talents. I tended bar and drove taxis and sold used cars. I bought a guitar and tried crooning folk ballads, but my voice turned out no better than my mother’s. I wrote songs nobody sang and a novel nobody would print. I was a disc jockey and a TV reporter and even a political campaign manager–for a candidate who lost.


Tom, year by year, got closer to our old dream. He went from college into the Space Force, and finally into COSMOS–the acronym stood for Civilian Organization of Man in Outer Space. Its idealistic aim was to explore space in peace for the common good. Tom used to poke fun at the high-minded slogan, “free worlds for free men,” but he lifted off for the new training base on the moon with the first class of COSMOS cadets. He had already changed his name to Thomas Hood.


He wangled an assignment to a satellite survey team. The COSMOS space engineers were then developing the seeker-type survey rocket, which carried a dozen tons of sophisticated hardware designed to chart and analyze the surface of an airless world from low orbital flight. The seeker survey was planned to cover a hundred satellites and large asteroids, beginning with test flights around Earth’s moon.


“Not that I think we’ll find anything,” Tom sniggered. “But the moon’s a cozy little mission, close to home and Robin Hudson.”


Robin was the jet-set daughter of Howard Hudson, a hotel tycoon he had managed to meet. With her sullen charm and her father’s fortune, she was more exciting to Tom than the moon was now, since the spacemen were passing it by.


He took me to one of her father’s floating resorts, the Antilles Hudson, for a weekend with the other members of his three-man survey team. Seeker One was already in orbit around the moon, and Tom’s Seeker Two crewmen were waiting for the space engineers to analyze the data tapes.


The invitation surprised me. Annoyed when I wouldn’t change my own name to match his, he had begun treating me like a beggar relation. Yet I was glad enough to go, because the failure of that political adventure had left me without job or plans.


We found his teammates on a bright sundeck, high above the milky glitter of the hot Caribbean. They were quarreling about the real aims of the seeker survey.


“Security!” Erik Thorsen was a huge, red-haired Viking. He had lately shed his major’s rank in the United States Space Force, because COSMOS personnel had to be civilians, but he still wore his military bearing like a uniform.


“Military security!” He banged the table with his empty beer stein. “That’s all I’m looking for.”


“Then you’ll never find it,” Yuri Marko answered. “All you’ll find is your own destruction. I’m searching for something else–”


He paused when he saw us, and Tom introduced me. Marko was a tall, mild man, owlish with his black-rimmed glasses, intensely serious. He seated us courteously, and turned doggedly back to his attack.


“We’re looking for life,” he told Thorsen. “Nothing else is worth the cost–”


“God save us from alien life!” Thorsen waved his stein like a club. “We’ve got the people-boom right here, without looking for trouble on other planets.”


“Trouble?” Marko’s dark anxious eyes appealed to Tom and me. “Our space neighbors have never harmed us yet. I don’t think they will. I hope to find higher life than we are. Something with mind enough to cross the space between the stars.”


Thorsen muttered skeptically.


“That’s our real goal.” Marko bent intently toward him. “I believe life can spring up on the worlds of any star. The older forms should be far ahead of us. If interstellar travel is actually possible, space explorers should have touched our worlds. We should find their footprints.”


“On the moon?”


“The airless worlds are the place to look,” Marko nodded. “Wind and water wipe out everything. But the signs of a landing on the moon–a broken tool or an empty fuel container or even a literal footprint–might last a good many million years.”


“I pray to God we never meet another creature!”


Thorsen lurched to his feet and stalked away. Tom followed to soothe him. I was left with Yuri Marko. His reserved, schoolmasterish manner put me off at first, but we soon found things in common.


His parents, like my father, had been immigrants–they were Ukrainian defectors from the First Soviet. A political idealist, he had even voted for my unlucky United World candidate. I caught his contagious interest in the seeker project.


The bioforms of Mercury and Venus and Jupiter were still at that time mostly inference and mystery. Nobody had ever seriously proposed that these near neighbors in space might be advanced beyond us. Marko’s hopes took hold of my imagination.


“Just suppose we’re not alone.” His dry Slavic accents excited me with a sense of the dimensions of the universe I had never felt before. “Imagine other minds, and greater ones. Picture an intelligent society spread across the stars–a society in which our earth would be a nameless village. Perhaps you can’t quite visualize our fellow creature out in space, but at least the effort gives you a truer image of yourself.”


On our last night together at the Antilles Hudson, Robin gave a party for us in her surfside apartment. The lights were dimmed, so that we could watch the waves exploding into white phosphorescence against the glass seawall. Her father was there, the ice-eyed money-king, and at last I guessed why Tom had invited me.


Howard Hudson, with the world in his web of floating hotels, had turned acquiring eyes toward space. The Orbital Hudson and the Crater Hudson were soon to open. What he wanted from us was a quick secret report on anything of commercial promise the survey might uncover. The news was to come from Tom through me, coded into some harmless personal message.


Erik Thorsen flushed with anger when he understood what was up. He smashed his champagne glass against the glowing seawall and threatened to expose the plot. Silkily, Tom suggested that Thorsen had secret military ties to the Space Force that COSMOS wouldn’t like. Thorsen turned pale and agreed to say nothing.


I saw Marko’s hurt contempt for me.


“Listen, sir,” I begged him. “Tom’s taking too much for granted. He never mentioned a word of this to me. I won’t touch it. Believe me, sir!”


I don’t think he did.


That incident brought the party to an awkward end. Tom told me curtly that I was no longer his guest. But as things turned out, I remained at the resort after his team was gone. Marooned there, without money to pay my unexpected bill, I went to the publicity office and talked my way into a copywriting job.


Surveying the moon, as things turned out, was not the cozy little mission Tom had anticipated. Seeker One crashed behind the moon, with no survivors to report what had gone wrong. Tom and his team were called out to continue the moon survey with Seeker Two.


My brother was not alone in his surprise at what the seekers found. The moon had kept her secret well. Vaster than all Africa, she had room enough. The early astronauts and cosmonauts had seen too many empty craters of every size to expect much else. They went on, as soon as they could, to look for more exciting worlds.


The moon was very dead, but the planets were already promising the menace and allure of unknown life. When the robot probes on Mars began to scrape up samples for analysis, their telemetry indicated complex organic molecules. The first men to touch that tawny dust caught a tormenting illness that kept them in quarantine at the COSMOS base on Phobos till they died.


The blinding clouds of Venus veiled the same sort of ambiguous mystery. Unmanned probes brought back simple organisms of microscopic beta-life from the highest levels of her atmosphere, but no vehicle, manned or not, ever returned from the unseen surface beneath.


The first men to station themselves in orbit around her found new riddles, rather than answers to old ones. They saw dark dots above the clouds larger creatures, they suspected, in an ecological pyramid based on the beta-life. They described a sudden color change that stained the blank planet with swirls of brown and yellow. They were reporting an unexplained power loss when their signals faded out.


One lone member of the first three-man team came back from Mercury. He had seen nothing alive and he lived through his year at the quarantine station on the moon, but he brought pictures of a queer crater-ringed, iron-walled tunnel from which his companions had never returned.


Though no probe had yet come back from the atmosphere of Jupiter, a COSMOS expedition had touched the four large satellites. The first craft to visit Io, nearest the planet, reported that its takeoff had been followed by a narrow beam of intermittent radiation, as if something on the planet was observing it with radar.


Against that background of ominous uncertainty, the crash of Seeker One shocked the world. The first response was a jittery fear that something unfriendly had established itself on the back of the moon. Howard Hudson made the most of that brief panic.


I was still working in the Antilles Hudson, and what I saw was a business education. Public announcements of the crash were delayed for several hours, first by the fuddled COSMOS bureaucrats on the moon and later by official censors on earth, while Hudson’s private spy system coined money for him.


News of the crash came in on our astrofac circuit, disguised as a weather observation from the Orbital Hudson. It was decoded by a file clerk in our office, who couldn’t help talking when space issues dived on the stock market.


Hudson had his brokers sell space industries short. Next day, when the story broke, he used the publicity office to spread a wild rumor. The creatures of Venus had learned about space from the hardware raining out of their clouds. Now they were building a military base on the moon to stop our astronauts from polluting their air.


The news that COSMOS was now transmitting from the moon gave that rumor more support than it deserved. The bottom fell out of the market, and Hudson’s brokers picked up space stocks for peanuts. As office gossip had it, he cleared three billion in three days.


COSMOS tried to cool the rumors with a bulletin phrased in wooden officialese. Responsible space authorities had found no evidence of hostile action against the lost seeker from any source whatever. Neither the observers on the orbital moon platform or the crew of the seeker itself had reported anything unusual before the crash occurred. Salvage crews already at the site could find no indication of attack or sabotage. Presumably, instrumental malfunction had allowed the survey craft to drift out of its very low orbit and graze a lunar peak. The media would be instantly alerted to any new developments, but there was no reason whatever for public apprehension.


Seeker Two was standing ready to resume routine flights as soon as her crew reached the moon, the bulletin concluded. Thus far, the survey had made no newsworthy discoveries. None, in fact, were actually expected, because the moon was utterly dead. The test flights, however, had already established the value of the seeker vehicles for mapping the resources of other airless worlds.


Five minutes after that stuffy statement came over the transfac net, our office was buzzing with livelier news from the moon. It came by laser beam from the manager of the new Crater Hudson. After our laserman had relayed the message to Hudson’s office, he replayed his tape for us.


“… Listen, Mr. Hudson. Don’t swallow the COSMOS line. They’re covering something up. I don’t know what–maybe just the fact that this thing shows them up for idiots. But they’re sitting on something I think you ought to know.


“It’s true that Seeker One dived out of orbit for no apparent reason. She’d been flying her survey pattern, just ten kilometers high, flashing a routine report to the platform on every pass. Not a word about any trouble.


“But the story here is that the platform did observe something odd. A queer glow, down on the lunar surface. It blazed out just before the seeker passed over. Her retro-rockets fired a few seconds later. A laserman on the platform was following the seeker with a telescope and he saw it happen. He thinks the seeker was trying to land in the glow. Of course she overshot it, maybe four hundred kilometers. Came down near the moon’s south pole at half her orbital velocity. The salvage craft found nothing worth picking up. Meantime, the glow had faded out.


“That’s the story here, sir. We thought you’d want to know about that glow. Even though we can’t say what it was. The laserman says it looked like a fluorescent effect excited by the surveyor’s radar gear. The space engineers out here say radar pulses don’t excite fluorescent effects. Off the record, the COSMOS wheels think that laserman was drunk. They aren’t talking for the record.


“That’s it, Chief.”


If Howard Hudson made another fortune out of that report, I never heard about it, but my brother and his team were already on their way to Skygate, the COSMOS center on a mesa in New Mexico. By spaceplane to the earth platform, by shuttle nuke to the moon platform, by skipper craft down to Armstrong Point, the flight to the moon took a day and a half.


Up to a point, the story of Seeker Two is easy enough for me to reconstruct. I followed the official bulletins COSMOS saw fit to release and shared the private tips we received for Hudson. Later, I talked to Tom and his companions. I’ve even used the tapes and transcripts of the official investigation, which somehow still survive.


Seeker Two took off from Armstrong Point. In circumpolar orbit, radar-stabilized at ten kilometers mean elevation, she picked up the survey pattern. With gravimeters and magnetometers and radiation counters and a hundred other sophisticated research instruments, she was charting a five-kilometer strip of the moon, recording every possible detail of every crater and mascon, every significant surface and subsurface feature.


In a wider orbit, four thousand kilometers out, the moon platform monitored her flight reports and kept watch for any interference. Her first transmissions were completely routine.


“All systems go. No anomalies noted.”


However, as she neared that point where Seeker One had fired her retro-rockets, the watchers on the platform made a terse report to the COSMOS center at Armstrong Point.


“Platform to Moon Control! We’ve got something. A surface glow, apparently touched off by approach of Seeker Two. A luminous streak, maybe twenty kilometers long. Arrowhead-shaped. Brighter toward the point. Location estimated six hundred kilometers from south lunar pole.”


Moon Control replied with an urgent query to Seeker Two. What was she observing?


“Lunar surface lighting up under us.” Marko’s taped voice sounds crisp and cool. “Bright rays spreading north from a small crater just ahead, which looks like an impact point. We’ve got spectrometers running on the rays. They appear to be fluorescent material scattered north from that crater. Spectral analysis not yet complete.”


“Keep in orbit.” Moon Control seems more alarmed than Marko is. “Monitor everything but don’t leave your flight pattern–”


“Seeker Two to Moon Control.” Marko’s voice is quicker on the tape, but still oddly calm. “Reporting visual contact with uncharted installation ahead. Something standing on that impact point. Position estimated sixty-nine degrees south latitude, on circumpolar survey track eighty-eight. A shining tower–”


Marko’s voice fades out.


“Seeker Two! Seeker Two!” Moon Control shouts. “Keep talking. Tell us everything.”


“A vast installation!” Even Marko sounds breathless now. “I can’t imagine why it wasn’t seen before. The tower dome stands miles above our flight path. Dead ahead! It looks like some sort of beacon. Changing color. Red, yellow, orange. It’s running through the spectrum–”


“Platform to Seeker!” A sharper voice cuts in. “We’re tracking you by telescope. We see the surface phenomenon–bright streaks converging toward the impact crater now just ahead of you. But we see no tower. No obstruction. Your flight path looks clear.”


For long seconds, the tape records no voice.


“Seeker Two!” Moon Control is hoarse with tension. “Seeker Two! Seeker Two!”


“Seeker Two to Moon Control.” Marko’s voice comes back at last, pitched lower, relieved. “We’ve made voice contact and identified the installation ahead. It’s the base of a transgalactic mission seeking peaceful interaction with mankind. We’re following instructions to land at the base on our next orbital pass.”


“Don’t do that!” Moon Control sounds almost frantic. “Climb clear of apparent obstruction–don’t try to land! The platform sees no tower. We think you’re caught in some kind of trap. Remember Seeker One. Don’t touch your retro-rockets.”


The tape rustles with solar static, but there is no reply.


“Moon Control to Seeker Two!” The voice rises raggedly. “Don’t try to land. Repeat: don’t try to land. Break off contact with surface point. Change flight pattern to avoid vicinity of survey curve eighty-eight. Acknowledge and stand by.”


The tape runs on, but Seeker Two does not acknowledge.


Moon Control at the moment was Sherman Parkinson. Like Erik Thorsen, he had recently resigned a military commission to make himself eligible for the civilian space organization. To judge him by his own standards, he was no doubt a brave and well-trained officer, loyal to the ancient traditions of the United States Marine Corps if not to the COSMOS ideal of a united mankind.


I saw him back on Earth two or three years later, confined to the alcoholics’ ward of a veterans’ hospital. The events on the moon had evidently been too much for him. Habit-driven as a dinosaur, he was not prepared to cope with anything so far beyond his own experience.


But the drinking came later. He seems to have remained sober during that crisis. The panel of special investigators saw fit, in fact, to commend him for a steadfast devotion to duty.


He was keen enough to see that Seeker Two was flying into some kind of trap, but he seems to have been taken in by Hudson’s rumor of attackers from Venus. When Marko ignored his orders, Parkinson called Skygate to ask for military support.


Space was international, Skygate reminded him. As the COSMOS administrator on the moon, he was in command, but he was not to make any use of military force without the explicit unanimous prior consent of the COSMOS directorate on Earth.


Angered, Parkinson issued new orders for Seeker Two to leave the survey pattern and return at once to Armstrong Point. Even under the kiddies’ picnic rules of COSMOS, he pointed out, Marko and his men could be taken off flight status for failure to obey direct orders, fined for misuse of COSMOS property, and imprisoned up to ten years for conduct endangering public safety. When such threats evoked no answer, Parkinson tried gravel-voiced appeals. Hadn’t the team heard the platform’s report that the transgalactic base didn’t exist? Didn’t they know the hazards of contact with alien biocosms? Couldn’t they recall their obligations to COSMOS and mankind?


Seeker Two kept on its silent path. When it went behind the moon from the platform, cutting off laser contact, Sherman Parkinson turned his attention to the platform itself, which still had that luminous streak in view. It was slowly fading behind the seeker, the platform reported. The raylike splash of scattered material was now barely visible, but the circle of the impact crater was still distinct.


The platform picked the seeker up when she came back across the moon’s north pole, reporting that she had changed course just enough to follow the rotating moon, so that she was returning along survey curve eighty-eight toward that dying gleam.


Parkinson bombarded her with desperate questions. What kind of creatures manned that transgalactic base? How had they concealed it? What language had they used for voice contact? What data had the sensors recorded?


Seeker Two flew on with no reply.


The platform tracked her back down survey curve eighty-eight. Soon after she crossed the moon’s equator, that arrow-shaped impact-splash blazed out again ahead. Presently her retro-rockets fired, lifting her on a long arc that slanted back toward the glowing crater.


The watchers on the platform followed the flare of her jets, which contracted to an incandescent point as she came down. Their instruments recorded an anomalous surge of hard radiation which peaked at the instant her jets went out.


At that point the platform lost contact, as its own orbital motion carried it behind the moon, out of laser range. Its observers reported the rayed crater still glowing on the moon’s horizon as long as they could see.


Sherman Parkinson called Skygate to beg for help. Told again that COSMOS couldn’t break its code of peace in space without proof of actual attack, he said profanely that he would get the proof. Ignoring all protests, he took off in an unarmed skippercraft for the site of the crash.


The sun was rising there when he arrived. Its harsh glare washed out any trace of that dying glow. The impact crater and its northward rays now looked black, his taped report states, as if a shipload of ink had struck and splashed. The skipper’s counters detected no anomalous radiation, and nothing revealed any sign of a transgalactic base.


There was only Seeker Two, standing tilted among the boulders on the steep north crater rim. She showed neither damage from her reckless landing nor any trace of life. Parkinson dropped cautiously a little farther from the crater lip and made a discovery that exhausted his Marine vocabulary.


As he hoarsely reported to the moon platform, three sets of footprints left Seeker Two. They wandered north among the boulders for a distance of several hundred meters. Finally they returned. It was those returning prints that set off his most explosive diction. Magnet-cleated flight boots had made the outgoing prints, but three sets of bare feet returned.


“Relay this to Skygate.” Parkinson pauses on the tape as if to clear his head and clean up his language. “We’ve found Seeker Two–and sometime the medics have to explain! Prints in the dust show that all three crew members went for a barefoot walk and somehow got back aboard.”


“Better check your eyes and look again,” the platform advises him. “Men don’t go barefoot on the moon. Not far, anyhow. You’ll have to collect some pretty solid evidence, sir, or you won’t last long as Moon Control.”


Parkinson looked again. He moved the skipper twice to photograph the prints before he sealed his own moonsuit and went out with a spaceman to inspect the seeker.


The air lock had been sealed again. Hammered signals got no response. Parkinson had to knock out an emergency access plate to cycle the lock and get aboard. Marko and Hood and Thorsen lay sprawled on the deck where they must have collapsed when they got back from their unexplained excursion into the moon’s deadly night.


The three men wore neither boots nor gloves nor helmets. Their faces were stained with dried blood, which must have boiled out of their lungs into the vacuum of space. Parkinson felt certain at first that they were dead.


The damage to their bodies was far less severe, however, than might have been expected. Savagely cold as that dust must have been, their feet were not frozen. The rigor of death had not set in. On a second examination, after he had increased the oxy-helium pressure, Parkinson decided that they were still breathing.


“I think they were out collecting this black dust,” he reported to the platform. “The stuff that colors the crater dark. A sort of coarse grit, actually. Sprayed all around the crater. But mostly north, as if scattered by an impact from the south.


“Queer stuff!” Parkinson’s voice on the tape sounds hoarse and breathless. “The particles are sharp-edged and they have a bright black shine and they all look identical. Like nothing else I ever saw.


“These men were after this queer grit. Their boots are stuffed with it. Their tool pockets are full of it. Hodian had it crammed in his mouth.”


Relayed from the platform to Armstrong Point, and from there down to Skygate, Parkinson’s reports elicited every shade of amusement and unbelief. He was variously advised to change his brand of whiskey, to get the fingerprints of the little green men, and to photograph everything before he touched it.


“I nearly wish we had found those invaders from Venus,” he told the spacemen on the seeker with him. “We know what to do with enemies we can reach.”


Sifting now through the COSMOS bulletins and the leaked reports from Hudson’s spies, I can almost watch the interrogation of the seeker crew there in the hospital under Armstrong Point. Details emerge from the raspy tapes. The dull drone of the fans. The chemical sting of the air. The narrow tunnel room, drill-scarred moon rock glistening with glassy sealant. The three tired men, cocoons in white gauze, reeking of sterifoam, surrounded with medics and guards. Parkinson barking questions at them, growing redder and louder with every answer he can’t accept.


Yuri Marko is questioned first.


“–a secret base.” The surviving tape begins in midsentence. Marko’s throat is raw and swollen from his unbelievable exposure to the lunar night, his scratchy voice hard to make out. “But the beings there aren’t from Venus, sir. They aren’t from any planet of our sun.”


Parkinson sounds grittily skeptical. “How do you know?”


“I saw the base,” Marko answers. “I talked to its people. They belong to a high culture that spreads far through the galaxy. They’ve been stationed on the moon a long time to watch our evolution. They’re delighted that we’ve come far enough to qualify for contact.”


“Hunh!”


“Sir, think what it means!” Marko’s awed elation comes clearly through his hoarseness and pain. “They want to share their tremendous civilization with us. Our lives will never be the same–”


“There is no base,” Parkinson cuts in. “The platform was watching the spot. I’ve just been out there. There’s nothing but some odd black grit scattered around an impact crater. If you saw anything, it must have been some sort of space mirage.”


For a few seconds, the tape runs silently.


“Sir, I know what’s real,” Marko’s faint whisper insists at last. “I’ve tried drugs. I’ve had illusions. They feel different. No matter what anybody saw, that base is real.”


“Tell about it.”


“It’s a structure.” Marko pauses as if to think. “But everything about it reflects an unknown culture. The design, the materials, the unbelievable dimensions. Our language doesn’t fit it, but I’ll try to give you my impression. Imagine a tight cluster of round white columns, each a different height. The six lower columns are capped with platforms arranged in a rising spiral around the central tower. It’s tall! Its onion-shaped dome must have been ten kilometers above our orbit. That dome changes color like a beacon, and I think the platforms are landing stages under it. Some were empty, but I saw great globe-shaped ships on two of them.” Marko raises his voice. “Sir, does that sound like a dream?”


“It ain’t there now,” Parkinson sneers. “You say you were in voice contact with–whatever you thought you saw. What language did you use?”


“Why–” Marko pauses as if astonished by his own recollection. “Ukrainian! The voice I heard wasn’t human. It was a modulated electronic hum, like–like a computer simulating speech. I remember wondering if it didn’t come through some kind of translating device. But it spoke the Ukrainian peasant dialect my parents used at home. That is remarkable!”


“Remarkable ain’t the word. What happened after you landed?”


The tape whirs quietly.


“I can’t recall,” Marko mutters at last. “That buzzing voice coached us in. I remember firing the retro-rockets. I remember watching the lowest stage of the tower, where I thought we were going to land. I remember thinking we were coming in too low to make it. Then it all fades out.”


“Because it wasn’t there!”


Erik Thorsen is next on the tape. Parkinson greets him heartily as “Major,” as if expecting something saner from a fellow soldier, and asks him to tell in his own words what happened to Seeker Two.


“Yes, sir, Colonel Parkinson!” Thorsen crispily returns the military courtesy. “We were all three on duty, sir. Alert for whatever got Seeker One. We were all observing that luminous patch on the surface ahead. We all saw something beyond it at the same time, sir. What I saw was a fort.”


“Venusian?”


“I can’t say, sir. It was enormous. Round like a turret. Buried in the moon. Camouflaged with a rocky ridge that looked like a crater rim. It rose as we got closer. Bristling with missiles like I never saw before.”


“Did it fire on you?”


“No, sir. Hood was working our radio and laser gear. He picked up a voice commanding us to land beside the fort. That voice–” Thorsen hesitated. “It spoke Norwegian, sir. My own good mother’s Riksmaal, that I learned at home in Stavanger.”


“Norwegian?” Parkinson’s startled voice has lost its warm tone of military fellowship. “Is little Norway building forts in space?”


“That’s all I know, sir.” Thorsen sounds angry. “I don’t remember landing.”


“Listen, Colonel.” My brother’s voice comes on the tape, husky from exposure but still shrewdly fluent. “Don’t let ’em put you on. I saw what they did–and it was neither a galactic base nor a Venusian fort. They’re trying to snow you, sir. To hide a million tons of gold!”


“What’s this, Hood? What gold?”


“What I saw was a gold meteor,” Tom says. “It hit the moon hard enough to burst. But the mass of it stands up in the middle of that crater. A blazing hill of yellow gold. More gold scattered all around. Hundred-ton nuggets of pure shining gold!”


“Did you hear any voice?”


“My father’s voice.” Tom pauses, as if struck with awe. “My own father’s! He disappeared on earth a dozen years ago. We gave him up for dead. But here he was, calling from his own little survey rocket–speaking broken English with a funny Turko-Yiddish accent, as he did when I was a kid. He said he was all alone. He’d located that gold with electronic gear and swept the moon dust off it. He wanted us to land and witness his finder’s claim, under the conventions of COSMOS. That’s what we did.” Tom’s voice turns sharp. “And that’s why these men are lying–to defraud my poor old father of that gold claim!”


“I saw no gold,” Parkinson grates. “Let’s go over all this again.”


He keeps hammering questions at all three men as long as they can talk. When the doctors make him stop, he orders them back to their wards under guard, and calls in the engineers who had been at work on samples of that black grit. Their answers don’t improve his temper.


The grit is impure carbon in crystal form, the engineers report. Most of the crystals have been damaged by impact or eroded by long exposure to micrometeors, but apparently they had all once been perfect tetrahedrons, crystals of something new to science.


The intact samples measure nearly eight millimeters on edge. They are slightly radioactive and strongly magnetic. Besides the carbon content, chemical analysis shows 6 percent silicon, 3 percent gold, and nearly 2 percent thorium, with traces of lead and a few other elements. One chemist suggests that the crystals are unknown allotropes of natural carbon.


“Hogwash!” an engineer objects. “They’re too much alike. Originally, they seem to have been identical in every feature, down to our limits of measurement. Nothing natural is quite that perfect. I say they’re manufactured.”


“Who made ’em?” Parkinson’s voice demands. “What for?”


The tapes run on, revealing Parkinson’s blundering efforts to answer that question. When Seeker Two has been inspected for possible damage and checked out to another team, he sends her back into orbit to resume her interrupted survey flight.


Observers eye her from the moon platform, as she returns along her chartered path to the impact crater. Engineers in skippercraft watch from posts near the crater, prepared to photograph and measure anything that brings her down again.


But nothing happens. The seeker skims low over the crater, observing neither transgalactic base nor space fort nor golden meteor. The platform watchers observe no surface glow. The engineers discover nothing to photograph or measure.


The voices of Marko and Thorsen and my brother sound stronger on the tapes when Parkinson questions them again, but they refuse to reconcile their contradictory stories. Each remains stubbornly certain of what he thinks he saw, and none of them remembers leaving the seeker to gather that black grit.


Parkinson delays his own second visit to the crater, running down blind alleys and filing his inconclusive reports while he waits for night to end there. The tapes record his landing, timed to meet the lunar sunrise. Now he finds something new.


Reporting to the moon platform, his voice sounds apoplectic. Somebody else hasn’t waited for the sun. Sometime after Seeker Two lifted off the impact site, a cargo rocket has landed there. Magnetic gear has been used to sweep up the remaining crystal grit. A few bootprints are left in the dust, but nothing more revealing.


Parkinson spends half the long lunar day at the site, sifting the surface dust again and drilling a pattern of test holes around the crater, but all he finds is disappointment. No buried mascon, nor any trace of the impact object. Nothing to explain the crystal grit. Not even a broken tool to identify the raiders.


At the Antilles Hudson, we had been able to follow events to this point through those intercepted reports, but now our news from the moon was cut off. Hudson’s leaking secrets had spread from the office to the hotel guests. An unfriendly newsman broadcast the story, adding a notion of his own that the midnight raid on the crater had been planned and led by Hudson himself.


Hudson was away when the story broke, but he called home. Half a dozen of us were instantly fired, and nobody shared any more tapes from the moon. When Hudson returned–in about the time his private spaceplane might have required for a quick return flight from the moon–he had no comment on the story, or his own absence, or anything at all. I was still marooned. After all deductions for room and food and bar chits, my discharge pay came to twenty-three dollars. I lost that at the hotel casino, trying to win my fare to the mainland. When I went back to the employment office, an unpleasant clerk suggested that I might either wash dishes or swim for it.


I said I’d swim. As I walked the decks that afternoon, uncertain what I could really do, I heard a news announcement that Robin Hudson had arrived to spend the weekend with her father. On impulse, I went up to her suite.


Surprisingly, the doorbox let me in. Robin met me with a moist kiss, but her smile went out when she learned I had no news from Tom, and she turned nasty when I asked her to help me ashore.


Perhaps I lost my own temper. I remember calling her a rich bitch. She replied that she was entirely happy to be rich, and quite content that I was a pauper. She added that Tom said I had always been a sniveling schlemiel, and they’d both had more than plenty of me.


She did listen sulkily, however, when I decided to apologize and explain my predicament. For Tom’s sake, she called the flight deck and got me a seat on the Key West jet.


Back on the mainland, I took a job writing publicity for Dial-a-Mood, an emotion-conditioner designed for home installation. We were at war with a rival named Joy-Aire. The Joy-Aire people had spread rumors that our toners were loaded with addictive psychedelics. My new job was to plant counterrumors that the Joy-Aire toners had such undesirable side-effects as excessive weight gain, paralysis, and idiocy.


For some months, all I knew of the moon story came from the colorless COSMOS bulletins. The seeker survey was still in progress, with no further incident. Sherman Parkinson had been replaced at Moon Control by a former manager of the Crater Hudson. Thomas Hood and his fellow crash survivors were well enough to be returned from the moon to Skygate, for further examination at the laboratory of exobiology there.


That was all. Filled with news of the amazing bioforms seen flying above the atmosphere of Jupiter, the COSMOS releases said no more about the moon. I mailed two or three letters to Tom at Skygate, which he didn’t bother to answer.


Never quite secure at Dial-a-Mood, because I lacked what our president called “conditional sincerity,” I kept job applications going out. One went to Skygate. The reply offered me a special assignment to write a report on the commercial use of space science. Though the salary wasn’t half what Dial-a-Mood paid, I accepted with delight, because I was so anxious to pick up the story of the moon grit and its queer effects on the crew of Seeker Two.


Skygate was their birthplace.


A delicate green had dusted the mesa before I arrived, in the wake of rain, but its more common colors were sandstone red and the yellow of wind-drifted dust. The spaceplanes came down on an asterite strip fringed with resin-scented piñon and juniper, and tiny green oases like scattered beads were strung along the Albuquerque road, but the wild ridges west were as bleak and barren as the moon.


The riddle of that crystal grit was still unsolved, so far as I could learn, but my brother and his team were apparently recovered from their crash behind the moon. Discharged from the space hospital, they had been allowed to marry. All three wives were pregnant.


My brother’s wife was Robin Hudson. The match surprised me. Tom had always said no woman would get her hooks into him, and frankly I thought Robin might have done better. Perhaps she was drawn to a sort of wolfish rapacity that Tom shared with her own father, and I think she liked the notion of becoming Robin Hood.


Thorsen’s bride was a nurse he had met at the hospital on the moon. Her parents were Japanese, and her dainty, sloe-eyed charm made an odd contrast to his brawny Viking power. Though her hesitant English was hard for me to understand at first, I could feel her kindly warmth and her lively comic sense. In fact, I fell in love with Suzie Thorsen.


Marko’s wife became almost as dear to me. She was Dr. Carolina Carter, whom he had met at a briefing session in space labs on his way to the moon. The daughter of a black astronaut who had died in quarantine on Phobos, she had earned her own degrees in exobiology. She was a tall beauty, scholarly and gracious, but Robin refused to receive her.


She was employed in the labs when I came to Skygate, working with cultures of the microscopic beta-life the probes had brought from the upper air of Venus. She was generous with facts for my special report. She and Marko asked me to their home for dinner, and it was Marko who later offered me a permanent job, doing publicity for COSMOS.


My own faith in any united human undertaking was pretty well eroded by that time, but I was eager to stay at Skygate. I wanted more facts than anybody yet knew about those small black crystals. I wanted to know what had brought the seekers down, and why the contradictory stories of Marko and his men differed so bizarrely from the apparent facts. I took the job.


At that point I had seen nothing remarkable in the sudden decision of all three men to marry. Nothing had prepared me for the coming of the moon children, whose lives I am trying to describe.


Somewhat ironically for me, it presently developed that my actual task in the publicity section was not to tell their story, but rather to conceal it. The unfolding wonders of their lives soon began to draw too much notice. My job, it turned out, was to protect them from the painful consequences of their own surprising strangeness.


Young Nick Marko’s first surprising act was his birth. Carolina had carried him less than seven months, and she was still at work in the exobiology lab, running amino acid tests on her cultures of microscopic bioforms, not an hour before he was born.


At three pounds and no ounces, Nick surprised the neonatal specialists with his tiny-scaled maturity. He breathed easily without waiting to be spanked and nursed with an uncommon eagerness.


His color was equally surprising. Born pink-and-white, neither tomato-vermilion nor with any visible touch of his mother’s rich pigmentation, he turned nut brown in five seconds under the lights on his father’s movie camera. Ten minutes later, that instant tan was gone.


His pattern of sleep perplexed his doctors and frightened his parents. For almost a month he stayed awake day and night, learning to turn himself over and ceaselessly exploring every object he could reach. On his twenty-eighth day, Carolina found him limp and cold in his crib. Marko felt no pulse and thought he was dead.


Two physicians agreed. No test found any sign of life. Even his brain waves had ceased. But Carolina wouldn’t give him up. She was with him all night, tending him as zealously as if he had been another Venusian bioform. At eighty-one degrees, his falling temperature stabilized. Four hours later, it began to rise. He woke in her arms at dawn, babbling happily and ready to nurse.


That same night, Valkyrie Thorsen was born. No robust battle-maid, notwithstanding the name her father chose, she was even tinier than Nick and just as remarkably mature. Very fair at first, though Suzie Thorsen was almost as dark as Carolina, she turned briefly golden under the lights in the delivery room.


Oddly alike, Kyrie and Nick were equally precocious. They shared the same minute perfection, the same shy grace, the same happy tempers, the same traits of pleasing but nonhuman strangeness. Both had the same unearthly sort of slim, elfin, large-eyed beauty. Both were warmly perceptive, yet often untouchably aloof. Both slept only at month-long intervals, in the same deathlike way.


They even seemed somehow aware of each other before they ever met. Carolina discovered that one morning when she had driven Marko to work at the Center, where he was now head of the Life Science Section. Baby Nick was with her, slung in a harness to the car seat. He began leaping and crowing as they passed Thorsen’s house on the way home.


Carolina had not meant to stop, but Nick cried out as she drove by the house and began moaning so sadly that she turned back around the block. He was yelling and wriggling again with glee when she parked in front of the house.


Inside, Kyrie had been sitting against the end of her crib, solemnly shaking a rattle in time to a dissonant blue jazz number that she had learned to request by beating out its syncopated rhythm. Before Carolina reached the door with Nick, she began tossing rattles and toys out of the crib. When Suzie let them in, Kyrie pulled herself upright to greet them, squealing with delight.


With eager screams, they persuaded the mothers to put them together in the crib. Seated face to face, one at each end, they fell abruptly silent. Wide eyes changing slowly from opal gold to midnight black, they studied each other for five endless minutes.


Nick pitched suddenly forward and got Kyrie’s doll foot into his mouth. Carolina swooped to the rescue, because Nick was already cutting teeth. Kyrie howled, however, when she tried to pull Nick away. They lay for another hour in the crib, prodding and kicking and gently biting each other, sometimes laughing, sometimes so grave that Carolina was frightened again.


They clung to each other when Carolina wanted to go, until the mothers promised that they could visit again whenever they pleased. Nick seemed to understand. He crooned solemnly to Kyrie until her somber eyes turned slowly golden and then he looked quietly up at his mother, ready to leave.


They let nothing stop those promised visits. One morning, when it was Kyrie’s turn to call on Nick, the mesa was buried under an unusual snowfall. Cars were stalled, and Suzie refused to go out. Kyrie whimpered so piteously, however, that Thorsen put on his skis and carried her to see Nick.


My brother’s child was also surprising, but in more distressing ways. Tom was still at Skygate, in a new job as assistant director of Operation Seeker, but Robin had never liked the place. It was Sticksgate to her. She was abroad most of the time, flitting between her father’s floating resorts with her own jet set, until her unplanned pregnancy alarmed her.


She begged for an abortion, but Tom and her father opposed it. Howard Hudson wanted a grandson, and Tom may have been still responsive to some undiscovered influence from the moon grit. She might have ignored both of them, but when her doctors heard about what they called the idiopathic births of Nick Marko and Kyrie Thorsen, they advised her for her own safety to come back to the space hospital and bear her child under expert care.


To Robin’s dismay, the child wasn’t born at seven months. She waited fretfully, staying in a suite at the Skygate Hudson because my brother’s house had no room for her nurse and her French maid and her hypnotherapist, hating what the desert was doing to her skin.


At nine months, the child was still unborn. By then Robin was growing hysterical about more than the fun things she was missing and the freckles she was getting. She called her father and her astrologer and a guru she had met at the Bengal Hudson. They all advised her to demand a Caesarean section, but the knife terrified her.


She had passed ten months, when Nick and Kyrie came to call. It was a sunny afternoon, and Marko had taken the babies and their mothers on a tour of the complex. They had watched a spaceplane roaring off toward the earth platform, an ancient Indian building, a mountain of juniper firewood on a tiny burro, and a tall cactus blooming, all with the same silent, huge-eyed intentness, but a chance glimpse of the Skygate Hudson tower sent them into shrieking fits.


Their whooping eagerness was so insistent that Marko drove them to the hotel. Robin wouldn’t see them at first. My brother came down to meet them in the lobby. With an embarrassed glance at Carolina, he said his wife was not receiving anyone.


Nick and Kyrie refused to be taken away, however, and evidently the unborn child in the tower suite somehow sensed their presence. While the mothers were still trying to quiet the screaming babies, Robin’s nurse burst in with a whispered message for my brother.


He asked Marko to wait, while he went back to Robin. A few minutes later he came down again. Looking pale and shaken, he announced that his wife had changed her mind. She wanted to see Nick and Kyrie. Their mothers could come if they liked.


Carolina chose to wait in the lobby, but Suzie Thorsen told me later what happened up in the suite. They found Robin sprawled on a chaise longue, under a heap of pillows and blankets that failed to conceal the bulge of her belly. The maid and the nurse and my brother were hovering over her uneasily, and her face was streaked with unbecoming tears. Suzie felt sorry for her.


Nick and Kyrie shrieked with joy to see her, but their interest was all in her swollen abdomen. They stared at it with wide and darkening eyes. They leaned eagerly toward it. They prodded wildly at it, when Robin tried to take them in her arms.


Suddenly savage, she shoved them off.


“Hideous little m-m-m-m-monsters!” Suzie mimicked her stammering rage with a quaint effect. “Horrid little b-b-b-b-bastards! They’re too bright to be h-h-h-h-human. Take ’em away!”


Marko and Suzie took them away. Strangely subdued, they went without protest. Their huge eyes remained very solemn and dark. They clung to each other in a frightened way as Marko drove them home, and Nick was disconsolate when Suzie took Kyrie out of the car.
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