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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.







FOREWORD


Mars is a badly maligned planet. Let’s hope that there really are no intelligent beings on it; for if there are, they would have good cause to sue most science-fiction writers for libel.


Some time in the near future, we will know from personal experience just what Mars is like. In the meantime, we must guess, from the evidence provided by very difficult and dubious astronomical studies. The very best view that we have ever had of Mars gives us about as much information as we could gather from a photograph of an apple a city block away from the camera. (But see the Afterword, too.)


What we think we know about this small, distant planet – so much like Earth, and yet so little like it – isn’t very encouraging. There are no broad, silent canals; there are no seas; there cannot be man-like creatures there, let alone creatures who flourish swords and fly airships; and the romantic twin moons are no more than sparks in the sky, and even these not visible in high latitudes. The warm spring nights of Mars are a myth – even in high summer, a man would freeze to death at sunset. The Mars of such writers as Edgar Rice Burroughs and Ray Bradbury simply does not exist.


Yet all the same, Mars is a romantic planet, instilled with mysteries much more interesting than the conventions with which fiction has invested it. It is, we may be moderately sure, a high desert unlike any wasteland we have ever seen on Earth, full of paradoxes, inexplicably marked, and teeming with its own solutions to problems which have no counterparts on Earth. And it’s apparently the only other planet in the Solar System on which a brave man might just barely manage to stay alive, if he never stopped trying.


I like this semi-real Mars much better than I do the transplanted Arabia called ‘Mars’ in most of science fiction. In addition to being as honest a world as the few facts allow us to construct right now, it’s a new theatre for a human hero. If what we find on Mars when we land there is just a well-worn stage setting, I for one will be vastly disappointed.


But I don’t expect to be. In fact, if the real Mars is more than vaguely like Dolph Haertel’s Mars, as he sees it in this book, even that would surprise me. However, we have tried together to look as closely as possible across the 48-million-mile gulf between us and this silent, ancient, dull-red companion world. What little we saw was beautiful.


We think you will think so, too.


JAMES BLISH


New York


1965











PART ONE


On the Beach













1. THE TREE HOUSE


Dolph Haertel – even now that he was eighteen, nobody who knew him risked calling him Adolph, except his foster-father – took a quick last look at the free-floating needle in the middle of the table. Then he launched himself across the floor of his packing-crate to the porthole, for his first close view of Mars.


The view wasn’t particularly good. For one thing, the bullseye was double; he had bought it originally as raw material for a telescope mirror, and because the walls of the packing-crate were also double, he had been forced to use both blanks to make a single porthole. The result was rather like looking down at Mars through a short tunnel, six inches in diameter, with an inch-thick pane of slightly scratched crown glass at each end.


In addition, the glare was blinding. Even at only a little beyond one hundred miles above the planet’s surface, Dolph was still effectively outside the Martian atmosphere, and between the sharp steel-blue glare of the gas horizon and the red-tinged lemon shimmering of the noonday desert, details were almost as washed out as they were in the best Palomar photographs.


Nevertheless, as Dolph fell slowly towards the desert south of the area called the Sinus Sabaeus, a regular triangle of dark blue-green streaks, narrowing from the Sinus through the desert towards the ‘oasis’ named (most fancifully) Arabia, gradually took on better and better definition. He watched them grow, hardly daring to breathe. These dark, impossibly straight lines were major examples of the Martian mystery long referred to as ‘canals’, though nothing could be more certain than that they were not canals in any Earthly sense. Were they volcanic fault lines? Animal trails? Something made by intelligent life, perhaps millions of years ago? Or just illusions, put together from tiny details by an eye straining for a regular pattern across nearly fifty million miles of emptiness?


But these canals were not fading away as the packing-crate settled. On the contrary, they were becoming sharper every minute. From up here – for Dolph was now close enough to think of the diminishing gap as a height, rather than a distance – his eye could already resolve details smaller than fifty kilometres across, so that he could have seen a Sicily or even a Long Island, had Earth’s areographers been whimsical enough to put one on the map of Mars; and still the canals showed no sign of dissolving into a welter of background markings, as a proper optical illusion should. Instead, their linearity became steadily more definite, their edges sharper and more unarguable as he descended.


No, the canals of Mars were real – and before the next hour was over, Dolph Haertel was going to become the first human being in history to know without doubt just what they were …


Outside the tree-house, spring winds moved gently in the Iowa night. Dolph Haertel touched a bared copper end of a wire to a B battery terminal and watched the needle floating above the centre of the breadboard rig begin to turn slowly and uncertainly. The needle paid as little attention to the winds outside as it did to any other force of the massive and turning Earth. For the needle, the breadboard was all of the universe that there was.


At the age of seventeen, Dolph Haertel had discovered anti-gravity.


Dolph was wholly aware of the fantastic importance of what he had found, but the discovery did not seem nearly as unlikely to him as it would have to, say, his foster-father – or, for that matter, to a theoretical physicist who had spent a lifetime studying the mysterious metrical frame of space-time, that invisible, tyrannical grid which confined the courses of spiral nebulae and falling stones alike. Indeed, the discovery seemed inevitable to him now, at least in the light of hindsight.


At the very least, better than half a dozen accidents seemed to have conspired to lead him towards it – and for seeing it when he at last happened upon it, he was fully prepared to take credit if asked, for a great deal of reading in the history of science had convinced him of the truth of Pasteur’s first law of research: ‘Chance favours only the prepared mind.’


The preparation had inhered first of all in a natural bent for mathematics – part of it doubtless only that gift that exists in every child until it is suppressed or poisoned by the schools; part of it perhaps inherited from his mother, who was a government bacteriologist at N.A.S.A.’s Centre of Xenobiology at the State University of Iowa in nearby Iowa City. (Certainly little of it could have descended from his foster-father, who was a grain-elevator salesman whose ‘head for figures’ – to use Mrs Haertel’s affectionate description – ‘comes to a point at business arithmetic’.)


Then, too, there had been the fact that his naturally rather solitary bent – even outdoors, leaning towards hikes and fishing rather than team sports like baseball, which he found acutely dull – had been furthered by a boyhood isolation imposed from outside: his foster-father spent much of his time ‘on the road’ – which was as likely to take him to Manitoba or the Punjab as it was to any of the American bread-basket states – and as a government worker in the space sciences his mother was subject to transfers of base upon short notice, or no notice at all. Hence, although the suburban house in Iowa’s low, rolling green hills was spacious and the countryside altogether pleasant, Dolph was never tempted into the mistake of thinking of it as ‘home’; he had never had one, and did not particularly feel the lack; and he had never been thrown among any group his own age long enough to form a firm friendship which might have drawn his attention outwards from his own thoughts and the reading which chiefly nourished them.


Lately, it was true, he had taken more and more to noticing that the human beings in the world were divided into two sorts, one of which seemed softer and unarguably was more difficult to talk to than the other. One of these, a disturbing girl with black hair and blue eyes, named Nanette Ford, had even shown an astonishing comprehension of what Dolph was up to now, so much so that for a while he had hoped she might share the grand adventure itself. But more and more it had come to seem to him that the risks were too great; and besides, in a venture with so many unknowns, the including of a second party – and that a girl! – would be the least manageable of all, and the most avoidable.


The final and most crucial stroke of luck had come when he was fourteen, and already beginning to turn himself, without being aware of it, into an attic inventor – perhaps one of the last of the breed, in a world dominated by team research costing sums only governments could afford to risk or could hope to raise. (The attic itself was out, for despite his mother’s intervention, Dolph’s foster-father could not be swayed from the notion that all forms of experimentation involved explosions, or at least a risk of fire; but he was allowed to work in the top of the garage. Dolph carefully did not point out that when both cars were in it, the garage was almost as costly an edifice as the house; his conscience was quite clear about it, since his plans included no explosions, nor even so much as a lighted match.)


Instead, he had four years ago blundered upon a brief mathematical paper in Nature, that most British and yet most universal of all scientific journals, which had turned out to have a bearing on the mystery of gravity – a mystery abandoned by most physicists long ago, since the prevailing Einstein cosmography ruled firmly that nothing could be done about gravity but endure it, time without end. Since at fourteen Dolph had not yet had enough time to decide that any scientific question could be closed or any theory sacrosanct, he set out to run down all other existing papers on the subject, and to keep his eye open for new ones.


His motives for this were not entirely embedded in intellectual curiosity. Through his mother, he was closer than most laymen to the U.S. space effort, and better able to see – as he did without difficulty – what an enormously expensive blind alley it was becoming. Project Apollo, the American effort to make a manned landing on the Moon, had already consumed billions of dollars and was still utterly bogged down, its time-table advanced again and again and becoming more difficult to believe with each postponement. Even simple unmanned rocket shots did not seem to be gaining much in reliability, though they certainly never failed to be more costly than their predecessors. Wasn’t there some more sensible way to go about the whole thing?


Apparently not; and yet, the spectacle offended Dolph. He was wholly susceptible to the vast romance inherent – though not yet realised – in space travel, and it seemed to him that the way the world was going about prosecuting it was crazy; or, at least, that the people in charge had lost sight of the primary goal, which was to get out into space. Instead, the whole world seemed to be spending itself blind on more and more expensive rockets – not because these brute-force engineers’ toys were the best way to cross interplanetary space (that question apparently hadn’t even been raised), but because it was a useful substitute for the arms race that had kept the now-obsolete Cold War going. Apparently taxpayers could still be sold spaceships – even dud ones – where they could no longer be sold missiles.


All right; Dolph knew he wasn’t competent to question the politics of it, nor indeed was he much interested in that side of it. He was interested in space travel itself, and he was too young to be convinced that rockets were the only possible devices that could free man of the Earth. It occurred to him that if gravity was the chief enemy of spaceflight, then something might be gained by studying the enemy, no matter how hopeless Relativity declared such a study would turn out to be.


The outcome was that at seventeen Dolph had become an amateur expert in a field so new that few physicists even knew it existed, and most would say it could not exist. For all its formidable reputation, Relativity had turned out to be absurdly easy to master – a discovery which has been made over and over again by everyone with any feeling for the poetry of maths – and full of absurdly large holes in both its reasoning and its appeals to evidence. British scientists in particular, it turned out, had been shooting holes in poor old Einstein for more than a decade, and one especially drastic English astronomer, a mystical don named Milne, had produced a competing form of Relativity that swallowed Einstein’s like a gnat. Milne had died nearly twenty years before Dolph’s birth, but he was not forgotten – not in a suburb of Iowa City, anyway.


Dolph doodled with Milne, and Dingle, and the pitifully few others who had had the courage to keep on thinking about gravity; and having been born into precisely the right moment, and having brought precisely the right mind to the right opportunity, fell into the fundamental discovery that although gravity is (as Einstein had maintained) a condition of space rather than a force like electricity, it has polarity (which Einstein had broken his heart trying to disprove). It followed naturally that it could be manipulated, probably without too much work; since it was a weak field to begin with, and worked best only over very long distances, only a little effort should be required to produce desirable vector effects –


Or, that is, working with gravity rather than against it could probably be done in a garage, with only a few dollars. For example: a model space drive, capable of lifting perhaps a hundred pounds or more of dead weight, should be easy to assemble from standard television set parts, and other cheap, available components.


With Nanette’s rather distracting help, he had assembled a small breadboard rig to test at least a few small margins of the notion. The rig worked only too well. It turned out to be well over a hundred times as efficient as he had dared to hope. In an eternal moment of groaning boards and squeaking nails, it had cut the whole garage off from the Earth and lifted it, both family cars included, a good inch off its foundations. The instant when the power cut off and the whole mass thudded back into place was even more alarming, but it was all that had saved garage, Nanette and Dolph; he had had the rig plugged into a light socket, and the feeder line had parted before the frame building had pulled quite free of its concrete bedding.


Nanette had been frightened, without knowing precisely what had happened or why, but it hadn’t occurred to Dolph to be genuinely alarmed until a day later, when some of the implications of the test began to pile up in his imagination. After all, despite his miscalculation there had never been any real danger that the garage would take off for the clouds. It was too massive a load for the available power; hoisting it and its contents far enough to snap a BX cable was quite incredible enough, without imagining consequences the breadboard rig could never have brought about.


But there were things the breadboard rig could do. One of them, he realised, was to make possible a small but genuine spaceship – so small that he could build it himself, in the back yard, but fully functional all the same.


When the idea came to the surface, he was scared.


And yet – why not? Obviously the first manned space journey, even to so nearby a target as the Moon, was still decades in the future for the money-happy engineers, their brute-force rockets, and their professionally heroic ‘astronauts’. Dolph could see no good reason – no good technical reason, anyhow – why the breadboard rig should not take him to Mars some time within a year, provided that he could somehow scrounge about two hundred dollars … well, call it three hundred to be on the safe side … and could find the time both to do the building job properly, and to make the round trip before somebody caught him at it and forbade his trying it at all.


It was primarily out of the need for disguise that the tree-house had evolved, much to the satisfaction of Mr Haertel, who though he used the outdoors for nothing more strenuous than business golf himself, liked to see his adopted son get his nose out of books and tackle something, anything that was properly boyish and outdoorsy. The ancient pear tree in the back yard would have been absurdly easy for anyone to climb, except possibly for somebody who had to try it in a wheel-chair; but the very fact that the tree-house was up off the ground made it unlikely to be blundered into by adults who might find what was inside it unexpected enough to prompt questions. As for kids, well, there was nobody around Dolph’s own age who would think a tree-house anything but too juvenile to be worth noticing, except Nanette; and younger children could invade it whenever they liked, as far as Dolph was concerned – there would be nothing in it complex enough for them to damage, and nothing for them to see that they could report to older people in any terms which would make sense.


He made a model ship of his first packing-case, in the ravine with which the parcel of land ended at the back. He caulked it as carefully as though it would some day actually need to hold breathable air against the malice of a hard vacuum – though his limited resources prevented his giving it a double hull or any insulation – and equipped it with his first breadboard rig. One night, far past midnight, he lifted it silently a hundred feet into the moonlit air, and just as silently set it down again except for a faint grating noise as its bottom resettled among the heather-hazed rocks of the dry stream bed. Nobody saw the boxy spectre as far as he could tell – although the neighbour’s dog, a pure-bred cocker spaniel with nerves of purest Jello, howled all the rest of the night – and a week later he felt sure enough of the safety of the model to take Nanette along for a second cautious night ascension. She was breathless with excitement, but he took great care to make the ‘flight’ as slow and solemn as that of a tethered balloon, and to avoid even the faintest hint that there might be more to be done with the anti-gravity field than this. (And he swore her to secrecy on even that much of it.)


The tree-house was not much larger than the model, but it was altogether more elaborate. He meant it to take him into space, and to bring him back; he had no intention that it should kill him instead, if he could possibly avoid that. The floor of the exterior crate went into the tree first, as a platform (which, like the sides, had been sprayed with five layers of epoxy resins over the basic caulking – a horribly expensive procedure because he had been forced to buy the spray in household-size aerosol cans from the local supermarket, for the sake of secrecy). A sixth outside layer he had had to mix himself; it consisted of high-purity zinc oxide in a silicone resin base, which, an article in Science had reported, would strongly reflect light in the wave-lengths between 0.20 and 0.80 microns, where about 66 per cent of the Sun’s output was concentrated. Then the interior crate, similarly caulked, had been bedded on the platform in a nest of rock wool, the best he could do in the way of insulation (it would at least preserve some heat balance in space, though against hard radiation it would be worse than useless), and set about preparing his entrance lock and his porthole.


The problems of supply had to be ducked, for the most part. He could not afford to buy, and he would not have the space to carry, more than a token ration of food, water or oxygen – especially oxygen, which came in expensively heavy steel bottles which had to be cracked by expensively heavy apparatus: instead, he bought his oxygen by the 22-litre flask from the local drug store, in the form of a gaseous patent medicine put on the market for hypochondriacs who were nervous about smog. Again, this was a sinfully expensive way of attacking the problem at hand, but no other was open to Dolph if disguise was to be maintained.


There was no solution to this logistic problem, nor to the menace of cosmic rays and the solar wind, but that of time. The dinosaurs of power and money might afford to tackle them directly – though they’d been doing badly at it up to now – but for Dolph only speed, evasiveness, foreplanning and penury could serve. These were precisely what the anti-gravity drive made possible, otherwise the whole notion of the trip would be no more than a nocturnal fantasy.


The new rig was no longer, strictly speaking, a breadboard-chassis improvisation, though it was spaced out almost as much for ease of access. The components, all transistorised except for a 6BQ5 power tube, were now fixed on a heavy table, which in turn was firmly bolted to both the floor and one wall of the crate, and under which was slung a set of nickel-cadmium batteries bought as surplus. The small, heavy torus which was the source of the field was mounted on a post precisely at the crate’s geometrical centre, on gimbals from a Navy-surplus gyroscopic compass.


The supplies were in; the tree-house was tight; the rig was working; his course was plotted. There was no longer any reason to hang back. Even his time was accounted for, closely enough so that in a little while it would start running out. There was a four-day weekend coming up, and through the medium of his shopping – which had been too extensive to be hidden, though it could be disguised – Dolph had let it be known that he planned another solitary camping trip, which would run at least one more day than the official holiday. Since he had accumulated the extra day off from school and his marks were mostly up to snuff, the plan aroused no unusual attention.


Of course Nanette would suspect something like the truth when she saw the tree-house gone, but he counted on her to keep her own counsel about it. As for the adults, what they would think of that couldn’t be helped, but he was pretty sure their guesses would be wide of the mark. It would probably take them two days to look up far enough to notice that the packing-case was missing – a tree without a crate in its branches being so much more ordinary a sight than a tree with one – and probably they would then assume that he’d disassembled it and set it up at a distance.


His foster-father, in fact, was almost sure to say: ‘After all, it couldn’t very well have flown away by itself, could it?’


So that was that. Late that Thursday night, with no more than a minimum shower of pear leaves and a yap of stifled terror from the distant cocker, he edged the crate out of the ancient tree.


And promptly at 2207 Sidereal Time, as the calculations required, the packing-crate silently became a spaceship and vanished, Dolph and all.
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